





































































































The  research  team  benefited  from  the  involvement  of  Professor  Alec  Spencer 
(University of Stirling) and Professor Mike Nellis (University of Strathclyde) who both 
acted  as  special  advisers  to  this  work.  Professor  Spencer,  in  his  prior  capacity  as 
Director  of  Rehabilitation  and Care  Services  of  the  Scottish  Prison  Service,  advised 
the  Justice  2  Committee  on  issues  regarding  sex  offender  treatment  and 
rehabilitation,  including  Circles  of  Support  and  Accountability.  Professor  Nellis  has 
worked closely with Quaker organisations in England that have promoted Circles. He 
also  sits  on  the  board  of  SACRO,  an  organisation  that  has  submitted  a  proposal 
seeking  funding  to  operate  pilot  Circles  in  Scotland. Neither  Professors  Spencer  or 









































































2  Committee,  the  Scottish  Government  now  believes  it  timely  to  consider  the 











1.2   COSA  use  volunteers  to  form  a  ‘circle’  around  a  high  risk,  high  needs  sex 
offender (the core member of the Circle) to support that person’s reintegration into 
the  community.  Volunteers  support  an  offender  by  modelling  pro‐social 
relationships,  assisting with  practical  needs  such  as  housing  and  employment,  and 
generally encouraging  the offender  to  lead a  life  free  from  further offending. They 
hold the offender accountable by challenging his attempts to rationalise or minimise 
offending  behaviours  and  risky  thought  patterns,  and  by  reporting  concerns  to 
authorities.1 
 
1.3  Some  of  the  claimed  advantages  of  this  approach  are:  enhancing  the 
monitoring  capacity  of  statutory  agencies;  addressing  the  social  support  needs  of 
offenders which are linked to offending but beyond the capacity of professionals to 




1.4  Some  of  the  claimed  concerns  raised  by  this  approach  are:  attempting  to 
provide  statutory  supervision  ‘on  the  cheap’;  risks  of  using  volunteers  from  the 
community to work with a highly manipulative group (such as risks of collusion and 
safety);  difficulty  recruiting  adequate  numbers  of  appropriate  volunteers;  great 

























research  activities:  interviews  with  a  range  of  Scottish  stakeholders  including 
statutory  agencies,  the  voluntary  sector,  and  faith  groups;  review  of  the  available 
literature  describing  and  evaluating  Circles,  mainly  in  England  and  Canada;  and  a 






1.6  The  Canadian  experience  with  implementation  was  ad  hoc  and  developed 
incrementally.  In  Canada,  core  members  generally  are  under  no  form  of  criminal 
justice custody or supervision and so Circles provides their only monitoring. 
 
1.7  In  England,  four  identified  potential  pilot  areas  led  to  three  pilots  actually 






1.8  The  ongoing  pilots  offer  two  distinctive  models  of  running  Circles.  The 
Hampshire  and  Thames  Valley  Circles  project  (HTVC)  is  a  substantial  organisation 
devoted to the needs of a particular region. The Lucy Faithfull Foundation (LFF) pilot 





attitude  to  working  with  the  voluntary  sector;  strong  relationships  among  local 
agencies  and  with  COSA;  adequate  resourcing  of  infrastructure  and  agency 
coordination;  relevant  professional  experience  and  expertise  of  COSA  managers; 

























offenders.  High  risk  offenders  are  often  extremely  socially  isolated,  a  factor  that 
exacerbates the likelihood of reoffending. Moreover, reoffending can be of the most 









mainly  ‘medium’,  ‘high’  or  ‘very  high’,  with  most  in  the  latter  two  groups;  all 
participants studied were being managed at MAPPA Levels 2 or 3).  
 
1.13  Although  risk  data  suggests  COSA  is  being  used  for  the  client‐group  it  was 









1.15  Other  eligibility  criteria  used  by  Hampshire  and  Thames  Valley  Circles,  for 
example,  are  exclusion  generally  (but  not  automatically)  of:  chronic  deniers,  those 
with psychopathic personality disorder,  and  those who have not participated  in or 
who have failed treatment programmes. Factors tending to support inclusion in the 
project  include:  high  needs;  high  profile  offending;  low  self‐esteem;  limited  or  no 
pro‐social  supports;  and  a  demonstrated  interest  in  wanting  to  lead  a  healthy, 
offence‐free  life.  These  criteria  were  consistent  with  the  views  of  Scottish 
respondents  who  commented  on  issues  of  eligibility.  Other  factors  which  require 
























1.16  Scottish  management  of  sexual  offenders  has  undergone  major 
developments  in  recent  years.  These  developments  include:  recommendations  of 
the  Cosgrove  Report  resulting  in  greater  local  involvement  in  development  and 
delivery  of  programmes;  implementation  of  joint  arrangements  for  sex  offender 
management  (MAPPA);  creation  of  the  Community  Justice  Authorities  (CJAs); 
establishment  of  the  Risk  Management  Authority;  the  roll‐out  of  a  sex  offender 
register  and  risk  management  database  (ViSOR)  that  links  all  parts  of  Scotland; 
national  adoption  of  common  tools  of  risk  assessment  and  management;  and 
development of an accredited group‐work treatment programme for sex offenders. 
 
1.17  Views  on  current  management  of  sex  offenders:  there  was  widespread 
consensus  that  these  developments  had  enhanced management  of  sex  offenders, 
particularly  in  increasing  the  consistency  of  responses  and  use  of  a  common 
language  for working with  this offender group. There was also  strong and uniform 
support  among  respondents  for  the  belief  that  one  of  the  most  pressing  gaps 






aspect of Circles,  although  those with more knowledge of  the approach were also 
able to comment on its ‘accountability’ function. 
 
1.19  Responsibility  for  running  Circles:  there  was  strong  support  for  the 
involvement  of  the  voluntary  sector  in  criminal  justice,  and  acceptance  of  its 
potential  to  contribute.  However  stakeholder  respondents  were  divided  between 
those who  felt  Circles would  be  best  run  as  an  independent  operation,  and  those 
who  felt  it  should  be  located  within  the  public  sector  (e.g.  run  within  a  CJSW 






Circles  have  been  introduced.  Specific  worries  included  volunteers’  ability  to 
maintain  boundaries,  risks  of  collusion,  information  sharing/confidentiality,  and 
appropriate  reporting  of  concern  about  an  offender’s  thoughts  and  acts.  No 





























that  this  relationship  between  offender  and  volunteer  could  have  benefits  for 
addressing an offender’s self‐esteem and openness issues. 
 
1.22  In  terms  of  implementation  issues  for  pilots,  Scottish  stakeholders  desired 
strong oversight of Circles, but in a way that minimised the burden on professionals’ 





should  have  only  a  reporting  function  to  MAPPA.  Developing  clear  information‐
sharing protocols was also seen as a primary implementation issue.  
 
1.23  Perspectives  of  the  feasibility  of  Circles  in  Scotland:  the  common  view was 
that Circles is feasible in Scotland. They are generally seen as an ‘added value’ option 




1.24  The  voluntary  sector  respondents  were  predominantly  in  favour  of  the 
introduction of COSA pilots in Scotland, and in varying degrees either supported the 
running of the programme in the voluntary sector, or saw a role for their agency in 
the  provision  of  COSA.  Respondents  were  generally  satisfied  that  pilots  could  be 
effectively  operated  by  voluntary  bodies  who  had  sufficient  credibility  with,  and 
support  from,  statutory  agencies.  These  respondents  echoed  the  views  of  the 





1.25  There  is  increasing  government  recognition  of  the  value  of  volunteers  in 























1.26  The  central  role  of  volunteers  in  COSA was  seen  by most  of  our  interview 
respondents as a strength of the model. There was a range of arguments in support 
of volunteers: it allows communities to be part of the change process; it reduces fear 
of  crime  (in  addition  to  whatever  impact  COSA  has  on  crime  itself);  it  takes 
advantage of a relatively cost‐effective community resource; the existence of a well‐
established  volunteer  tradition  in  Scotland  will  support  recruitment  efforts;  it 
enhances the ability to establish a relationship of trust that encourages offenders to 





1.27  There  are  many  conceptual  concerns  about  the  volunteer  aspect  of  the 
programme,  including:  lack  of  certainty  that  there would  be  a  sufficient  supply  of 
volunteers  for  COSA;  questions  about  volunteer  recruitment  and  motivation;  the 
need  for  serious  and  substantial  training;  risk  of  collusion  and  need  for  stringent 
oversight;  negative  effects  on  volunteers  and  their  support  needs;  exit  strategy; 
implications  of  faith  group  involvement  in  COSA;  maintaining  the  balance  and 
resolving the tensions between support and accountability roles. 
 
1.28  The  empirical  evidence  on  the  volunteer  experience  provides  a  context  for 
these  issues.  In  Canada,  volunteers’  views  of  Circles  changed  from  anxiety  and 
idealism  to  reduced  anxiety  and  greater  pragmatism  about  their  potential  impact, 
following their involvement in a circle. The volunteers from HTVC provided a rich and 
nuanced  account  of  how  they  felt  Circles  worked,  and  how  support  and 
accountability are mutually inclusive aims. 
 
1.29  Recruitment  in  HTVC  began  by  targeting  faith  communities,  primarily  the 
Quakers.  Targeting  recruitment  may  assist  in  minimising  the  risk  of  a 
tabloid/vigilante  backlash,  although  some  Circles  have  recruited  via  their  agency 
website with no apparent negative media effect. Vetting procedures seek to identify 

























1.31  Training  is  given  considerable  attention  by  contemporary  Circles  projects. 
Volunteer respondents and local stakeholder agencies expressed strong support for 
the  rigour  of  the HTVC  training  package which  includes  initial  training, mandatory 
annual booster sessions and ad hoc events. Training topics address issues including: 























1.35  There  are  several  linked  elements  constituting effectiveness  for  offenders: 
reconviction and recidivism, pro‐social skills acquisition, and community integration. 
1.36  Recidivism and reconviction research is only now emerging, and is based on 
small sample sizes, but the  initial work shows very promising  impacts and  is worth 
validating  in replication research. In Canada, a study of 60 core members, matched 
to  60  sex  offenders  not  in  Circles,  showed  that  Circle  participants,  despite  having 
higher risk ratings had lower rates of general reoffending than the comparison group 
and  a  70%  reduction  in  sexual  recidivism.  In  the  HTVC  project,  a  self‐evaluation 
involving 16 core members noted that there had been no  instances of reconviction 
for  a  sexual  offence.  Circles  also  contributed  to  the  recall  of  offenders  to  prison, 



















actually  be  evidence  of  the  successful  ability  of  Circles  to  pick  up  on  recidivist 
conduct before an offence occurs. 
1.37  The  evidence  base  on  pro‐social  change  is  also  emerging.  Psychometric 
testing of offenders participating in the HTVC found improved attitudes in some core 
members. Qualitative research conducted in the HTVC self‐evaluation claimed Circles 
assisted core members  in acquiring  strategies  for  coping and managing  their  lives. 
These  claims  need  independent  validation,  but  it  is  clear  that  the  philosophy  of 
Circles shares common ground with pro‐social offender treatment approaches, and 




with  daily  activities  is  one  way  that  they  can  be  helpful  to  the  process  of  an 
offender’s reintegration. 
1.39  Research  in  Canada  has  suggested  COSA  can  be  effective  for  changing 
community  perceptions  about  crime  and  sexual  offending.  Surveyed  respondents 
reported that if a high risk sex offender moved into their neighbourhood, they would 
feel  less  angry  and  fearful  if  he were  involved  in  a  Circle. Our  interviews  of HTVC 
volunteers suggested that Circles provide opportunities for community members to 
feel  involved  and  informed,  and  even  to  deepen  a  sense  of  duty  to  do  something 
about the problem of sexual offending. 
1.40  Criminal  justice professionals  in the same Canadian research also felt  that a 
Circle  would  improve  community  safety.  There  may  also  be  additional  aspects  of 






from  its adoption as general policy. Our discussion of  feasibility  is  limited  in that  it 

























 Is  the  approach  sufficiently  promising  to  show  a  pilot  project  would  be 
worthwhile? 
1.42  The main feasibility and implementation issues for Scotland are: siting a pilot; 
choosing  an  appropriate  organisational  model;  defining  the  mission  and  role  of 
Circles in Scotland; investing in volunteer training; building adequate organisational 
infrastructure;  developing  information  sharing  protocols;  putting  in  place  a  robust 
evaluation  strategy; attending  to a  communications and  public education  strategy; 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1.2  In December 2006, after taking evidence  from a  range of organisations,  the 










 Review  the  implementation  experience  of  Circles  in  areas where  they  have 
and have not become established features of high risk offender management. 
 Identify the distinctive features of Scottish criminal justice policy and practice 




























about  to  live  in  the community. Volunteers and  the person for whom the Circle  is 
formed are all Circle Members, but the offending individual is referred to specifically 
as  the  core  member.  The  Circle  meets  regularly  (often  weekly)  in  places  such  as 
church halls or coffee shops rather than in formal settings such as a probation office. 
The  Circle  aims  to  provide  an  informal  environment  and  a  healthy  ‘community’  to 
assist  the  core  member’s  development  of  a  stable  social  existence.  The  COSA 




like filling out a  job or housing application, to  less tangible contributions  like giving 
an  offender  a  sense  of  hope  or  confidence  to  move  away  from  old  patterns  of 
behaviour.  The  accountability  role  of  Circles  requires  volunteers  to  confront  and 
challenge a core member, for example if he tries to rationalize or minimise his past 
offending.2  Volunteers  often  say  the  accountability  and  support  functions  are 
intertwined,  for  example  if  the  core  member  is  provided  with  a  supportive 
environment  of  people,  he  will  be  more  able  and  willing  to  open  up  about  and 
genuinely  confront  entrenched  sexual  beliefs.  COSA  is  positioned  as  a  post‐
treatment,  post‐custody  form  of  support  that  either  works  alongside  statutory 
supervision structures (as is typically the case in English Circles) or in the absence of 
such  structures  because  of  the  offender’s  completion  of  sentence  (as  is  more 





1.6  Throughout  our  work,  we  learned  of  claims  for  and  against  Circles  in  the 
literature  and  from  respondents.  These  ‘pros’  and  cons’,  listed  below,  are  not  a 
statement of fact about what Circles always or never do; it would be more accurate 

























 Can  enhance monitoring  capacity  of  statutory  agencies,  providing  an  extra 
‘pair of eyes’ in the community. 
 Can offer the kind of  informal support that  is beyond the remit of statutory 
agencies. 
 By addressing social isolation and low self‐esteem, Circles have the potential 
to  reduce  likelihood  of  driving  offenders  underground,  which  would  make 
formal supervision more difficult. 






 Criticised  as  being  an  attempt  to  provide  statutory  supervision  ‘on  the 
cheap’; 










the  feasibility  of  piloting  Circles  in  Scotland.  This  involved  three  main  research 
activities. First, we reviewed the available literature on Circles. We prioritised peer‐
reviewed,  independent  published  research.  The  evaluative work  on  Circles  is  only 
now emerging, however, and our work was also informed by sources including self‐
evaluations  of  Circles  projects,  project  documentation,  written  evidence,  media 
sources, and other materials.  
 
1.8  Second,  we  interviewed  Scottish  stakeholders  (31  interviews)  who  have 
responsibility for, are involved in or have relevant knowledge of the management of 
sex  offenders  in  the  community.  These  stakeholders  included  respondents  from 





















of  public  and  private  organisations  including  leaders  and  policymakers,  managers 
and front line workers.  
 
1.9  Third,  we  conducted  a  field  visit  to  the  largest  English  Circles  pilot,  the 
Hampshire and Thames Valley Circles of Support and Accountability project (HTVC). 
We  observed  office  operations,  and  interviewed  project  staff  and  representatives 
from  local  statutory agencies  (8  interviews) as well  as  spoke with key  respondents 
involved  generally  in  English  Circles  efforts  (5  interviews).  We  also  conducted 
interviews  of  Circle  members  (volunteers  and  offenders)  (12  interviews).  This 
provided  information along the  lines of a case study about the  logistical aspects of 
running  Circles,  relationships with  local  agencies,  and  the  views  of  and  impact  on 

































political  intervention,  heightened  media  attention,  and  24‐hour  police 
surveillance. In response to the offender’s pleas for assistance, a Mennonite 
pastor  agreed  to  gather  a  group  of  congregants  around  him,  to  offer  both 




second  Circle,  after  which  the  Correctional  Service  of  Canada  (CSC)  expressed 





community‐led  and  faith  group‐led  initiative  rather  than  a  top‐down  government 
policy  change.  The  involvement  of  faith  groups  remains  a  core  component  of 
Canadian  Circles  and  is  relevant  for  understanding  the  emergence  of  the  English 
Circles.  Canadian  Circles  deal  with  high  risk  offenders  who  typically  are  under  no 
form of state supervision. They focus on  ‘sex offenders who had been deemed too 
























2.4  In 2002,  the Home Office provided  initial  three‐year  funding  for  three pilot 
COSA projects and had intended to fund a fourth: regionalised pilots in Northumbria, 
Hampshire, Thames Valley, and a national pilot run by the Lucy Faithfull Foundation. 
Although only the pilot project  in Thames Valley was run by the Quakers,  this  faith 
group  was  instrumental  in  disseminating  information  about  the  work  of  the 
Canadian Circles and lobbying the Home Office to introduce pilot projects in the UK. 
This section offers a brief overview of the experience of these pilots and concludes 
with a discussion  of  those  factors  that appeared  to have been most  salient  to  the 
implementation process. The discussion  relies heavily on a brief history of COSA  in 





involvement  of  volunteers  working  with  sex  offenders.  ‘Recent  Home  Office 
guidance had stated that “in view of the manipulation and denial  that characterise 
much sexual offending,  it  is generally unsafe to deploy volunteers  in work with sex 
offenders”’(Nellis, 2008: 4, quoting Drewery, 2000). Planning for the pilots also took 
place amidst the furore surrounding the murder in July 2000 of eight year old Sarah 
Payne  by  a  known  paedophile.  These  points  are  noteworthy  for  highlighting  the 
ability  of  the  Home  Office  to  re‐examine  some  basic  precepts  about  the  use  of 
volunteers  and  engage  constructively  with  a  potentially  controversial  approach  to 
working with sex offenders during a very sensitive period. Interestingly, the failure of 







Probation Area and Barnardos’  (Nellis, 2008: 8).  The additional  involvement of The 
Derwent Initiative charity in planning for the pilot led to an initial  focus on working 
with  learning  disabled  sex  offenders  (Id.).  The  pilot  in  Northumbria  failed  at  the 
planning  stage:  no  business  plan  was  submitted  and  no  funding  provided.  Circles 
were  never  established  in  Northumbria  despite  the  presence  of  a  special,  multi‐
agency body well‐placed to provide a supportive infrastructure for volunteers’ work. 




















also  a  perception  that  the  most  pressing  need  was  for  services  targeting  sex 






restorative  justice  initiatives,  and  its  police  and  probation  departments  have  long 
experience of partnership.  In addition,  the Quakers had worked hard  in  the  region 
establishing  links with various agency  stakeholders,  setting up a  steering group  for 
COSA in Thames Valley, chaired by Tim Newell, then Governor of HMP Grendon. This 
paved  the  way  to  develop  a  COSA  project  run  by  the  Quaker  Peace  and  Social 
Witness  charity  (QPSW,  the  social  action  arm  of  the  Quakers).  Once  Home Office 
funding  for  pilots  was  released,  QPSW  employed  two  former  senior  probation 
workers  (with  experience  managing  sex  offender  treatment  programmes)  to 
establish  and  operate  the  project.  They  in  turn  hired  two more  probation  officers 
(also  experienced  in  sex  offender  treatment)  to  work  for  them  as  Circle 
Coordinators. Volunteer recruitment was initially aimed at faith groups (particularly 
the Quakers).  The Thames Valley pilot was able  to  secure both enough volunteers 
and offender referrals to get a number of Circles started early  in the first period of 
pilot  funding.  This  success  at  the  implementation  stage  led  to  a  second  round  of 
Home Office funding (for another period of three years).  
 
2.8  The efforts of  the Thames Valley project  to establish a  relationship  of  trust 
and cooperation with statutory agencies did not  stop at the  implementation stage. 
This project  in particular has continually emphasised public protection as a primary 
goal.  Towards  this end,  the pilot worked closely with  local police and probation  to 
integrate  COSA  into  the  MAPPA  process.  Assessments  of  referred  offenders  are 
presented  to  the  MAPPA,  which  must  review  and  endorse  applications  before  a 
Circle  can be  formed. MAPPAs also  receive minutes of Circle meetings,  and  review 
issues raised in these or by the Circles Coordinators in reviewing the level of risk at 
which an individual is managed. These practices reflect formal protocols prepared by 
the  police  liaison  to  COSA.  Police,  probation,  hostel  managers  and  other 





























2.9  One  implication  of  embedding  Circles  in  MAPPA  is  that  unlike  in  Canada 





2.10  A  graphical  presentation  of  information  flow  and  coordination  among 




in  on  meetings,  reviewing  minutes,  monitoring  group  dynamics  –  he  or  she  also 
maintains  contact  individually  and  separately  with  the  core  member  and  each 
volunteer.  The  CC  liaises  with  the  core  member’s  Offender  Manager  to  discuss 
relevant  points  arising  at  a  meeting,  feeds  information  into  the  MAPPA  when 
necessary,  reports  to  the  Project  Manager,  supports  the  efforts  of  Probation 
assessment of offenders, and is the first port of call, both for those in the Circle and 
those responsible  for offender supervision outside of  it. One  important example of 
the CC’s work  is managing the process when a Circle discovers an  issue of concern 
about a core member’s thoughts or behaviour. Such  issues ultimately could be the 
basis of a  recall  to prison and  so  the CC works with Circle Members,  consults with 
the project manager and offender manager in determining whether the issue will be 



























2.11  The  CC  forms  the  hub  of  the  overall  Circle  operation,  revealing  that  while 
COSA is an approach that is fuelled by the power of volunteers, it is also, in the case 
of Thames Valley, one  that  is directed and  supported by a  substantial professional 
organisation.  
 





2.13  The  Hampshire  pilot  was  set  up  as  a  partnership  between  Hampshire 
Probation  and  the  Hampton  Trust,  a  locally‐based  voluntary  organisation/charity 
which works with  offenders.  The  site may  also  have  been  considered  appropriate 
given  that Hampshire encompasses Albany Prison on  the  Isle of Wight,  a  specialist 
prison  for  sex offenders. The Home Office  funding paid  for a half‐time member  of 
staff to coordinate the Circles project, which included recruitment of volunteers and 
interfacing with agencies. Unlike the Thames Valley initiative, the funded post went 
to  a  person  with  a  strong  background  in  volunteer  organisation  rather  than  in 
probation.  Even  so,  volunteer  recruitment was  identified as a major difficulty,  and 
one key difference between the pilots was that recruitment efforts in Hampshire did 
not  target  faith  communities  (Nellis,  2008).  As  the  coordinator  came  from  a 
voluntary sector rather than a criminal justice background, local police and probation 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2.14  Two or  three Circles were  formed  in Hampshire during  the  initial period of 
pilot  funding,  but  this  was  widely  recognised  as  inadequate  to  justify  further 
investment. At the end of the first pilot period, ongoing difficulties required Thames 
Valley COSA to take over the Circles that had been started, and now Hampshire has 
been  formally  amalgamated  into  the  Thames Valley  pilot  (hereafter  referred  to  as 
the Hampshire and Thames Valley Circles of  Support and Accountability, or HTVC). 
The  HTVC  project  then  secured  a  full‐time  Circle  Coordinator  post  for  Hampshire, 
and  this was  filled by a  seconded Hampshire probation  officer who had worked  in 




2.15  The Lucy Faithfull Foundation (LFF) set up the first Circles  in Britain after  its 
director became aware,  via  the Quakers’ efforts, of  the work happening  in Canada 
(Nellis,  2008).  COSA  was  seen  in  this  case  as  an  opportunity  to  provide  post‐
treatment  support  and  supervision  of  men  coming  out  of  the  LFF’s  Wolvercote 
Clinic’s  residential  treatment  programme  for  sex  offenders.  The  fact  that  the 
Wolvercote Clinic was  in Surrey and  its  clients would be  returning  to  communities 
throughout  the  UK,  possibly  with  no  support  whatsoever,  required  an  entirely 
distinctive organisational approach to running Circles that was national in coverage. 
LFF  consultants  travelled  to  communities  where  an  offender  would  be  settling  to 
work with  local agencies and community members  (quite often  faith communities) 




2.16  The  residential  unit  of  the  Wolvercote  Clinic  has  closed,  but  LFF’s  Circle 
project remains active and a successful case of Circles implementation. LFF responds 
to  an  invitation  from  local  agencies  interested  in  setting  up  a  Circle.  It  sends 
consultants  to  the  area  to  work  with  these  agencies,  recruiting  volunteers  and 
coordinating with the local MAPPA process. 
 
2.17  This  ‘go  anywhere’  model,  despite  the  challenges  of  having  to  start  from 
scratch  in  each  new  area  where  it  is  invited  to  set  up  a  Circle,  offers  an 
organisational model that can be national in coverage. It might also be an approach 
suited  for  managing  the  particular  complexities  of  working  with  sex  offenders  in 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desirable given the higher profile  it would have  in sparsely populated areas.  In this 







are  continuing  to  receive  support  from  the Ministry  of  Justice.  As  a  result  of  the 
English experience, recent Home Office work has endorsed the COSA model. First, a 
qualitative  study  of  operational  practices  for  sex  offenders  managed  at  MAPPA 
Levels  2  and  3  recommended  that  MAPPAs  ‘expand  availability  of  longer‐term 
intervention  strategies,  e.g.  Circles  of  Support  and  Accountability’  (Wood  and 
Kemshall,  2007:  4).  Second,  the  Review  of  the  Protection  of  Children  from  Sex 
Offenders  report  (Home  Office,  2007:  14)  noted  COSA  ‘is  considered  to  be  an 
innovative  way  of  monitoring’  offenders.  In  concluding  this  chapter,  we  note  the 
factors  that appeared  to have  some  influence on  the course of  implementation  of 





2.19  Responsiveness  of  COSA  to  the  perceived  problem.  Northumberland 
seemed to founder over disagreements about the appropriate focus of COSA – on all 
high  risk  sex  offenders  or  specifically  on  those with  identified  learning  disabilities. 
This  issue was  eventually  resolved  in  favour  of  the  latter,  and  addressed  through 
existing structures. The Lucy Faithfull Foundation developed a model that responds 





2.20  Local  openness  to  voluntary  sector  assistance  with  serious  offenders. 
Thames  Valley  and  Hampshire  were  both  areas  where  the  voluntary  sector 
partnership  was  seen  to  be  consistent  with  criminal  justice  goals  and  practices. 
However,  this  will  be  a  continuing  challenge  for  LFF  with  its  range  of  project 
locations,  although  one  that  may  ease  as  its  work  around  the  country  becomes 
increasingly well known. 
 
2.21  Strong  relationships  between  COSA  and  local  agencies.  The  strong 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the  product  of  assiduous  efforts  by  HTVC  personnel  in  working  with,  making 
presentations to and involving agency personnel in COSA to create awareness of its 
work.  A  significant  factor  in  establishing  basic  trust  between  HTVC  personnel  and 




2.22  Good  relations  and  partnerships  among  local  agencies.  Thames  Valley 
provided a hospitable setting for a new initiative like COSA partly because there is a 








2.24  Staffing  COSA  organisation  with  people  who  have  extensive  professional 
experience  working  with  sex  offenders.  This  has  already  been  mentioned,  but 
deserves  separate  identification  as  a  factor  of  successful  implementation,  and 
reminds  us  that  COSA  cannot  accurately  be  characterised  entirely  as  a  volunteer‐
based  initiative.  The  professional  background  of  Thames  Valley  staff  not  only 




2.25  Integration  of  COSA  into  statutory  processes  such  as MAPPA.  This  was  a 
relevant  factor  for Thames Valley that  institutionalised this model’s  focus on public 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latter  focused  initially  on  Quaker  groups  (and  has  since  expanded  its  recruitment 



































necessary  to  make  a  Circles  project  viable.  The  severity  of  risk  that  an  individual 
presents  is  an  important  consideration, and  so  it would be possible  that  resources 
for Circles would be allocated to support their development in areas with relatively 
few offenders who have a demonstrated high level of risk. The original Circle was a 
response  to  just  this  situation:  a  single  individual  in  a  community  requiring 
assistance. 
  
3.3  Two  indicators  in  Scotland  of  very  serious  offenders  whose  supervision 
presents  major  concerns  are  those  receiving  24  hours  a  day  /  7  days  a  week 




and  ISP  groups.  Individuals  on  ISPs,  however,  are  typically  accorded  this  level  of 
monitoring because of their past performance in programmes: they may have failed 
or  refused  treatment,  chronically  denied  their  offences  or  risk,  or  otherwise  be 
assessed  to  be  difficult  to  engage  in  developing  internal  controls.  These  criteria 
would  tend  to  exclude  them  from  participation  in  most  COSA  operations,  which 





3.4  In Canada and  the UK, while Circles  targets high  risk offenders,  the  specific 






















with  the  project  between  November  2002  and  May  2006  (Bates,  Saunders  and 















• Hampshire • 801 • 50 • 851 
• Thames 
Valley 
• 457 • 28 • 485 





or  criminal  justice  system  and  would  otherwise  be  receiving  no  other  form  of 
supervision. In their matched study of Canadian sex offenders, Wilson et al (2007c) 







the  Violent  and  Sex  Offenders  Register  (ViSOR).6  SCCJR  interviews  of  Scottish 
professionals  working  directly  with  sex  offenders  were  consistent  in  claiming 




of  how  it  would  fill  existing  gaps  in  management  of  high  risk  individuals  in  the 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than  a  specific  statement  of  demand  for  COSA,  however.  Many  respondents 
identified  ‘lack of resources’ as the greatest challenge to their work on the  issue of 
sexual  offending.  By  ‘resources’,  interviewees  included  money,  personnel  and 
appropriate and accessible services. COSA might be an especially appropriate means 
of  addressing  this  gap  in  that  it  focuses  on  the  community  integration  and 
monitoring  of  individuals,  which  also  emerged  as  a  strong  concern  of  Scottish 
stakeholders.  Most  respondents  felt  Scotland’s  management  of  sex  offenders  has 
made great strides due to the rolling out of  common tools  for risk assessment and 
management, introduction of MAPPAs, and the existence of an accredited treatment 
programme  for  sex offenders.  Some  respondents  commented  that  these advances 
can  only  be  sustained  if  there  are  adequate  systems  of  reintegration  and  support 






projects  is  social  isolation.  Social  isolation  is a  typical  feature  of  life  for  individuals 
whose  offences  are  very  disturbing,  especially  when  the  victim  is  a  child  and  not 
unusually also a relative or family friend. In these cases the offender often will  lose 
his  support  network  of  family  and  friends.  The  concern  for  justice  professionals  is 
that  the effects of  social  isolation, which may also be compounded by community 
harassment  or  vigilantism, will  drive  an  offender  underground  away  from  services 
and  supervision  and  into  networks  of  similar  individuals.  There  is  also  a  risk  of 
suicide.  
 
3.9   A  third  factor  is  an  offender’s  willingness  to  engage  with  volunteers.  As  a 
voluntary  project,  core  members  are  free  to  seek  a  Circle  or  not,  although  core 
members  in  the HTVC project  commit  to a minimum of  six months. The voluntary 
aspect of COSA theoretically means that individuals are more likely to enter into the 
programme  with  a  willingness  to  engage  because  they  have  freely  chosen  to 
participate.  HTVC  project  staff  as  well  as  the  agencies  with  whom  they  work, 





















interested  in working  on  his  issues  and  left  as  soon  as  the minimum period  of  six 
months  had  elapsed,  showing  the  difficulty  of  perfect  screening  for  an  offender’s 
genuine  interest.  Another  volunteer  noted  that  in  their  experience  the  only  two 
Circles that had broken down were where the core member was a younger offender 
(early  20s);  in  one  of  these  instances  the  individual  also  had  severe  learning 
disabilities  and  substantial  difficulties  with  social  interaction.  COSA  is  a  long‐term 
approach, however, and  the case  studies  included  in HTVC’s  interim  (QPSW, 2003) 
and three‐year  (QPSW, 2005) reports show how  the process of breaking through a 
core member’s reluctance to trust volunteers and to confront their acts and thought 
patterns  can  take  months  or  even  years.  Willingness  to  make  a  long‐term 


























special  attention  for  matching  volunteers  with  a  core  member  (e.g.  recruiting 
volunteers with  specific  experience working with  the  learning  disabled).  Drug  and 

























3.13  Most  of  the  Scottish  stakeholders  had  heard  of  the  Circles  concept  but  did 
not uniformly have great knowledge of how it worked in practice (more senior social 












in  the management of high  risk  sex offenders.  Some  respondents noted  that even 
when  an  offender  has  social  ties,  such  as  to  family  members,  they  may  still  be 
‘isolated’  in  terms  of  their  capacity  to  find  support  relating  to  addressing  their 
offending  behaviour:  they  may  for  instance  be  unable  or  unwilling  to  share  their 
thoughts  and  concerns  about  their  sexual  offending  with  family  members,  thus 
experiencing pressures to keep their behaviour secret. 
 
3.15  The  frequency  with  which  accommodation  was  raised  as  an  issue  for 
managing the  integration of this group establishes that  integration  is  indeed a real 
concern since housing difficulty may attest to a number of risk  factors  for  isolation 
including  community  opposition,  lack  of  employment,  alcohol  or  drug  issues,  poor 
familial  and  social  support;  it  may  also  increase  risk  of  offending  by  putting  sex 
offenders into accommodation with or in proximity to each other.  
 
3.16  Additional  eligibility  criteria  mentioned  in  interviews  complemented  the 
views of those already at work in Circles projects. These mainly were the exclusion of 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3.17  Some  respondents  suggested  participation  should  be  voluntary  otherwise 
Circles would not work. An offender who participates in order to secure ‘points’ on 
their  record  may  only  superficially  or  disingenuously  contribute  to  a  Circle.  Some 
respondents  felt  it  should  be  offered  to  those who  are willing  to  undertake  them 
pre‐release  or  upon  release  from  prison.  Still  others  thought  that  making 
























4.1  While  there  are  similarities  and  common  arrangements  throughout  the UK 
for management of sex offenders, Scotland has  its own system of criminal  law and 
criminal  justice  and  possesses  many  distinctive  features  that  would  affect 
implementation  of  new  initiatives  and  policies  in  this  area.  This  chapter  reviews 
recent developments  in Scottish policy and practice with regard to management of 
sex  offenders,  presents  perceptions  of  criminal  justice  practitioners  about  existing 
needs  and  their  views  on  COSA,  and  explores  the  voluntary  sector  dimension. 
Perspectives on COSA are oriented  towards  the concept  given  the  fact  that Circles 
have not been officially adopted here and  so  there was no possibility of  collecting 















 National  roll‐out  of  the  Violent  and  Sexual  Offenders  Register  (ViSOR) 
covering and linking all local authorities in Scotland;  
 National roll‐out of common tools of risk assessment and management; and 
 Development  of  an  accredited  group‐work  treatment  programme  for  sex 
offenders. 
 
4.3  Underlying  these  developments  is  the  recognition  that  sex  offenders  have 
been  identified as  requiring  special provision  (Kemshall,  2002:5). As a  result,  there 























and monitoring  of  sex  offenders.  Cosgrove  emphasised  the  need  for multi‐agency 
cooperation,  increased vigilance, monitoring and enforcement. More  specifically,  it 
recommended  developing  a  corporate  approach  to  the  management  of  sex 
offenders in the community (Recommendation 10), developing protocols to provide 
a  framework  for  information‐sharing  and  joint working  (Recommendation 64),  and 















4.6  Other  recommendations encourage  strategies  for  improving awareness and 




Scotland.  The  Report’s  Recommendation  23,  which  also  refers  to  the  community 
aspect  of  managing  sex  offenders,  states  that:  ‘Local  authorities  and  the  Scottish 
Executive  should  produce  an  agreed  “core”  intervention  manual  for  use  with  sex 
offenders in the community based on cognitive behavioural principles’ (emphasis in 








sharing  of  information. Health  Services  are  included  as  a  responsible  authority  for 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4.8  The model  for  the  delivery  of  the  joint  arrangements,  known  as  the Multi‐
Agency  Public  Protection  Arrangements  (MAPPA),  have  four  core  functions: 
identifying  MAPPA  offenders;  sharing  relevant  information  among  those  agencies 
involved in the assessment of risk; assessing the risk of serious harm; and managing 
that  risk.  The  eight  CJAs  provide  the  infrastructure  within  which  the MAPPAs  sit. 
Each MAPPA  is responsible  for reporting annually on performance through the CJA 
to  the National  Advisory  Body  on Offender Management  that  aims  to  shape  long‐
term  national  strategy  to  achieve  the  reduction  in  reoffending.  The  2005  Act 
provides for the duty to co‐operate to be underpinned by a Memorandum to ensure 
that  there  is  a  clear  and  agreed  understanding  by  all  involved  of  their  roles  and 
responsibilities. The memorandum is supported by protocols on sharing information. 
The Scottish MAPPA are not entirely identical to the MAPPA system in England and 
Wales;  one  important  difference  is  that  south  of  the  border,  there  is  a  statutory 
requirement of lay member participation in MAPPA meetings.  
 
4.9  The establishment of  the CJAs at  the  same  time as MAPPA may have been 
one reason for this difference in that CJAs created a new, locally based infrastructure 
that could be more responsive to local issues compared with central administration 
of  resources.  Some have  contrasted  Scotland’s  preference  for  the  CJA model with 
the  apparent  trend  south  of  the  border  towards  greater  centralisation manifest  in 







Acute  instrument  (dynamic  risk  assessment),  and  others  were  further  steps  in 
attempting  to  standardise  approaches  to  risk  assessment  and  management  and 
make  them  more  consistent.  ViSOR  will  also  allow  for  greater  consistency  and 
coverage. Unlike similar efforts in England and Wales, ViSOR has gone live and links 



























ongoing  emphasis  is  given  to  engaging  the  offender  in  a  process  of  change  (RMA, 
2007). Thus  while  supervision  and  monitoring  are  distinct,  there  is  often  some 
overlap between the two. This again marks a contrast with the probation service  in 





can  potentially  be  seen  as  fitting within  both management  of  risk  and  promoting 
pro‐social change in the offender. Scotland’s sustained support for the rehabilitative 




services no  longer within  the  remit of  the  professions. On  the other hand, COSA’s 




4.13  This  section  reports  on  the  perspectives  of  Scottish  professionals  from  all 
sectors  responsible  for  the  management  of  sex  offenders.  The  sample  has  been 
described in our methodology. The discussion highlights the main areas of consensus 
about  sex  offender  management  and  about  Circles,  but  we  also  point  out  where 




4.14  There  was  also  strong  consistency  in  views  about  the  strengths  of  and 
challenges facing existing systems of managing sex offenders. In terms of strengths 
of  the current  system  for managing  sex offenders,  the assessment of MAPPAs was 



























 Improved monitoring  structures  and  technologies  do  not mean  supervision 
and management of offenders is or ever can be perfect; and, 
 The most  pressing gap  in  services  is  the  lack  of post‐treatment  support  for 
socially isolated offenders. 
 




of  actual  contact  with  the  offender;  agencies  cannot  provide  24/7  monitoring, 
although  the  public  may  feel  this  is  what  is  or  should  be  happening.  It  is  also  of 
course impossible to guarantee that reoffending will never happen, or to protect the 
public entirely against harmful behaviour. Interviewees reported that ‘accountability’ 
is  currently  achieved  when  the  police  and  social  workers  visit  offenders,  but  in 
between  times  an  offender’s  activities  are  largely  unknown,  unless  they  reoffend. 
Respondents  from  different  agencies  and  organisations  pointed  out  that  if  an 
offender is actively registered on ViSOR, this entails checking in with the local police 
once  a  week,  which  is  very  different  from  providing  meaningful  integration 
assistance  or  investigating  concerning  behaviour.  Stakeholders  noted  that 
supervision  and monitoring  is  often  difficult  because many  offenders  resent  being 
supervised.  It  is  particularly  challenging  when  dealing  with  an  offender  who  is  in 
denial about their offending behaviour. 
 
4.17  Although  new  risk  assessment  tools  are  believed  to  provide  for  greater 
accuracy  and  refinement  in  the  identification  of  high‐risk  offenders,  they  are 





This was not an  isolated comment, and others also expressed  some version of  the 
idea  that  ‘low  risk doesn’t always mean  low  risk’.  This may  reflect  issues over  risk 
assessment tools – use and training  in the common instruments  is still underway – 





of  post‐treatment  support  for  socially  isolated  sex  offenders.  Many  respondents 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 There  is  a  lack  of  appropriate  housing  that  suits  the  particular  needs  of  an 
offender and takes account of the issues of risk; 






4.19  Nearly  all  interviewees  for  this  research  had  heard  of  Circles  and  were 
familiar  with  the  general  idea  that  they  use  community  volunteers  to  provide 
support to offenders. Those with some but minimal knowledge of Circles generally 
thought  of  them  as  a  ‘support’,  ‘mentoring’  or  ‘befriending’  service.  Respondents 
who had more knowledge of COSA, typically because they had heard a presentation 
about them at a professional conference or were part of a faith group organisation 




about Circles because  some contacts were generated  from  the membership  list of 
the  Steering  Group  for  Circles  in  Scotland7,  but  this  was  not  always  the  case;  for 
example, social work respondents were selected from a general call for participation. 
There was,  however,  consistency  of  views  among  both  those  contacted  based  on 
Steering  Group  involvement  and  pulled  in  from  untargeted  selection.  Both  those 
participating  in  or  aware  of  the  Steering Group  and  those with  no  Steering Group 
involvement  expressed  support  for  the  concept  of  Circles.  It  is  important  to 
distinguish  support  for  an  idea  from  unqualified  support  for  the  practical 































sharing  of  information  with  the  core  member  or  failure  to  report  important 
information to statutory agencies.   
 
4.21  Respondents  also  wondered  about  information  sharing  issues  between 
Circles  and  statutory  agencies  because  of  lack  of  clarity  regarding  roles  and 
responsibilities (what gets reported and what does not).  
 
4.22  Respondents  did  not  feel  this  ruled  out  the  possibility  of  trying  COSA on  a 
pilot basis but underlined the importance of not only having clear protocols clarifying 









4.23  Stakeholders  generally  felt  Circles  could  be  helpful  in  addressing  the 
particular  challenges  of working with  sex  offenders  if  they  are  able  to  catch  ‘early 
warning’ signals of recidivist behaviour and relapse that would allow other agencies 
to intervene before an offence occurs. Interviewees felt they seem to be well placed, 
through  developing  continuous  and  informal  relationships  with  the  offender,  to 




treatment gap  in  support of offenders and address  the  issue of  social  isolation, by 
providing  what  seems  to  be  in  short  supply  (or  absent)  within  current  statutory 
arrangements  –  friendships,  local  community  networks,  positive  role  models,  a 
‘human touch’,  the sense of care, and more continuity  in the  relationship with the 
offender.  Overall,  it  was  felt  that  a  relationship  with  someone  who  provides 
voluntary  support  would  be  different  from  the  relationship  with  police  or  social 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ranged  from Circles  being  full  partners  to  having  some other  link,  but  in  any  case 
being  accountable  to  MAPPA.  Interviewees  identified  specific  means  of 
accountability  as  feeding  information  back  to MAPPA  via  a  Circles  Coordinator  or 
liaison  person.  Most  felt  that  MAPPA  should  play  a  role  in  the  selection  or 




Some  respondents  felt  strongly  that  volunteers  should  not  be  present  at  MAPPA 
meetings; for them, the liaison with MAPPA would be best achieved through a COSA 
coordinator. Others suggested that there could be a two‐stage process, with a COSA 
coordinator  or  liaison  person  representing  Circles  at MAPPA meetings  at  the  first 
stage and possibly at the next stage inviting volunteers to the MAPPA meetings.  
 





4.28  At  the  same  time  it  was  clear  that  some  information must  be  available  to 
volunteers  as  a matter  of  course  because  lack  of  this  could  limit  their  capacity  to 
achieve  progress  with  the  offender.  Volunteers  might  also  need  access  to 
information  which  is  directly  related  to  the  conditions  of  a  probation  order  or 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4.30  Similarly,  there  is  currently  some  lack  of  clarity  about  roles  and 
responsibilities of agencies involved in the MAPPA process leading to disagreements 
about  how  to  proceed,  particularly  in  terms  of  perceived  risks.  These  range  from 
concerns  about  being  too  complacent  to  concerns  about  over‐managing  or  acting 
punitively. One of the challenges as noted by a respondent would be a build up of a 
relationship  of  trust  between  Circles  and  MAPPA  –  so  that  for  instance  there  is 
confidence  that  no  inappropriate  passing  on  to  the  offender  of  information  about 
what  is  discussed  at MAPPA meetings  takes  place.  This  goes  back  to  the  issues  of 
selection,  vetting  and  training  of  volunteers  and  having  a  robust  confidentiality 
agreement between MAPPA and Circles. There should be clarity about what type of 
information  would  need  to  be  fed  back  and  what  type  of  behaviour  would  be 












4.33  It  was  noted  by  many  that  although  Circles  are  feasible  in  Scotland  in 
principle, many  issues need to be clarified before one can make  judgements about 
their  potential  in  terms  of management  of  sex  offenders,  and  there  is  a  need  for 
more  awareness  of  the  operations  and  effects  of  Circles  elsewhere.  This  did  not 
translate  into a narrow desire  that  stakeholders  receive  statistics on  reconvictions. 
Stakeholders  seemed  equally  interested  in  exploring  what  Circles  are  about  and 
what they are trying to achieve.  
   
4.34  Views  of  anticipated  effects  on  reduction  of  reoffending  ranged  from 
cautiously  optimistic  (can  help  reduce  risk  of  reoffending  if  implemented  and 
managed  properly),  to  sceptical  (impact would  be  very  limited)  to  neutral  (cannot 
say because am not aware of any research evidence of their effectiveness). Some of 
the  respondents  who  were  more  familiar  with  Circles  or  have  heard  about  the 




















4.35  There were  a minority  of  sceptical  voices  suggesting  Circles  would  only  be 
able  to  have  a  relatively  minor  impact  on  offending  in  terms  of  the  number  of 
offenders  it  would  take  on,  and  on  these  grounds  would  not  make  a  significant 
difference to Scotland’s management of sex offenders generally. Most respondents 
recognised  there would  be  some potential  value  of  Circles  in  Scotland  in  terms  of 
contributing to providing support and strengthening accountability of offenders.  
   





4.37  Many  social  and  criminal  justice  services  that  were  once  delivered  by 
statutory bodies have been taken on by the voluntary sector. Therefore, were COSA 
to be delivered by one or more agencies from the third sector, this would not be a 
marked  departure  from  the  shape  of  service  delivery  that  continues  to  emerge  in 
Scotland, as elsewhere.  
   
4.38  COSA  is not  suggested as an alternative  to extant measures of post‐release 
supervision, but as an additional component to be added on to current systems.  It 
might,  however,  be  used  in  a  small  number  of  cases  where  the  highest  levels  of 
supervision,  in  the  case  of  ISPs,  have  been  employed  due  to  lack  of  appropriate 
lower intensity options.  
   
4.39  COSA could therefore occupy the middle ground between  ISPs  (which make 
use  of  voluntary  organisations  to  assist monitoring)  at  the  top  end  of  supervision, 
and  at  the  bottom end  current  requirements  to  sign  on  at  a  police  station  once  a 
week, or notify the authorities of a change of address. These latter were widely seen 
by  our  voluntary  sector  respondents  as  having  deficiencies  from  a  monitoring 
perspective. There was much criticism of these low‐end current measures as having 
the  formal  appearance  of  monitoring  while  in  fact  doing  little  to  control  their 
subjects  or  hold  them  accountable  in  any  serious  way.  There  was  also  a  strong 
feeling  that  current measures,  other  than  the most  intensive  interventions  (which 
are  time‐limited  for  reasons  including  resource  allocation)  are  not  capable  of 
detecting risk factors in offenders’ behaviour. Where these systems were thought to 
work was in their capacity to ‘force’ measures of formal compliance on offenders. As 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sector,  or  saw  a  role  for  their  agency  in  the  provision  of  COSA.  There  was  some 
disquiet voiced about the role of faith elements in delivering COSA. Although many 
respondents  were  careful  to  point  out  that  they  did  not  want  to  rule  out  faith 
organisations as service providers here, some were concerned that this should only 




Circles  populated  in  high  number  by  elderly  church  members  may  colour  quite 










resource  constraints  that  one  should  start  with  attention  to  the  highest  relevant 
category  in  the  risk  scale.  In passing,  it  is worth mentioning  that when confronted 
with  the  prospect  of  using  COSA  for  high‐risk  offenders,  several  respondents  – 
mostly representing victims’ groups – questioned whether offenders judged to be of 
high risk should be released at all. Nevertheless, current systems do provide for the 
release  of  such  offenders  in  certain  circumstances,  and  generally  respondents 




only  purports  to  apply  to  offenders  who  volunteer  for  the  programme.  In  other 
words, to get into a Circle, offenders must be at the higher end of the risk spectrum 
and must have acknowledged their problem and want to change. This rules out the 
majority  of  sex  offenders,  not  least  because  the  two  entry  requirements  tend 
towards mutual exclusion. Contrition and desire for self‐reform is  likely to be more 
evident  in  offenders  judged  lower  risk  (or  put  another way,  a  high  risk  score may 
partly result  from an offender’s resistance to change); one respondent summarised 























deliver  COSA  in  Scotland  must  therefore  take  into  account  the  particular  type  of 
offender  the  programme  intends  to  engage:  although  it  attends  to  offenders with 
higher levels of risk, it only selects those who express a desire to have a Circle, and 





voluntary  sector  that  there might be  some competition  for  that  lead position. Any 
agency  selected  to  operate  COSA would  need  to  command wide  respect;  it would 
need  to  represent  a  choice  that  all  other  agencies  in  all  sectors would  be  able  to 
work  with,  and  to  accept  as  an  agency  that  was  chosen  for  reasons  they  could 
understand and would support. It would need substantial standing  in the field, and 
would  require  to  have  experience  working  with  sex  offenders  and  rolling  out 
programmes comparable in size and complexity to COSA. The scale of such an effort 
























5.1  The  volunteer  element  of  COSA  forms  both  its  most  innovative  and  most 
concerning aspect in the minds of those we interviewed in Scotland and for those in 
areas where they have been attempted or implemented. Perhaps the words of this 
volunteer  in  Thames  Valley  capture  the  essence  of  this  tension  between  the 
concerns  and  benefits:  ‘It  is  a  very  strange  situation  to  be  in  –  talking  about  their 
sexual fantasies with someone you do not know really well,  in a church hall, once a 
week!…  I  am not  sure  how  likely  either  [of my  two]  core member[s] was/is  to  re‐
offend,  but  I  think  that  by  committing  to  Circles  they  are  at  least  putting  another 
barrier in the way’ (Interview 35). Given the importance of volunteers to this model 







the  recent  years,  the  voluntary  sector  has  increasingly  come  to  be  seen  by  the 






public  service  delivery  continues,  and  has  to  date  largely  taken  place  under  the 
auspices of a discourse about the importance of communities as social institutions.  
 
5.3  A  recent  white  paper  produced  by  the  Department  for  Communities  and 
Local  Government  in  England  &  Wales,  for  example,  proposes  various  measures 
which are thought to enhance the participation of communities  in decision‐making 
about the governance of matters which affect them, under the banner of supporting 
the  development  of  ‘strong  and  prosperous  communities’  (Department  for 
Communities and Local Government, 2006). Likewise,  the Scottish Government has 
as  its  goals  the  development  of  ‘safer,  stronger  communities’.  COSA,  with  its 
integrative  ethos,  tends  to  fit  well  with  this  trend.  A  major  attraction  of  Circles, 
against  the  background  of  community  interests,  is  that  it  allows  a  level  of 
engagement with a  range of  those  interests: with  the volunteers who want  to get 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accountability,  and  with  the  community  as  a  whole,  which  benefits  from  the 
protective effects of the programme.  
 
5.4  The  domestic  political  context  in  which  this  study  of  COSA  emerges  is 
therefore  one  in  which  a  heightened  concern  with  the  role  and  capacity  of 









In  Scotland,  these  include  ‘appropriate  adults’,  who  represent  and  support 





in  and  around  the  criminal  justice  system.  These  include  Community  Service 
Volunteers, Victim Support, Supporting Others through Volunteer Action, and Crime 
Concern,  along  with  several  of  the  participants  in  the  present  research  (research 
participants are listed in Annex B). Of course, beyond criminal justice, volunteers are 
central providers of some essential services, such as blood donation, and the work of 
the  Samaritans.  And  finally,  we  should  note  the  involvement  of  lay  members  in 
MAPPAs  in  England  and  Wales,  demonstrating  the  belief  in  that  jurisdiction  that 




with  the  current  policy  manifestations  of  the  ongoing  concern  with  public 
protection, particularly  in relation to attempts to reduce the fear of crime, through 
measures  such  as  reassurance  policing.  The  integration  of  policing  functions  and 
community needs is seen as important in reducing the fear of crime, and through the 
resulting  interventions and activities of  less  fearful  communities,  in  reducing crime 
itself.  Volunteer  participation  in  supporting  aims  such  as  the  reduction  of 
reoffending  may  actually  reduce  the  incidence  of  reoffending,  as  the  Canadian 
evaluations of Circles  suggests  (see Chapter 6).  Even  leaving aside  the  potential of 























entrenched  public  attitudes  are  in  relation  to  the  apparently  popular  view  that 
exclusion and harsh punishment is the most suitable response to sex offending, and 
that  rehabilitation  by  way  of  support  and  accountability  is  impossible  or 
inappropriate. We have not conducted a public survey in the research reported here, 
but  we  have  engaged  with  the  question  of  public  perceptions  and  reassurance 
through  the  interviews  conducted  with  representatives  of  a  range  of  agencies  in 
Scotland  and  England,  including  third  sector  agencies  (see  Chapters  3  and  4).  The 
nearly universal opinion among these stakeholders is that hardened public attitudes 
are  understandable  but  have  led  to  calls  for  programmes,  such  as  community 
notification,  that  may  exacerbate  risk  rather  than  reduce  it.  Respondents  in 
Hampshire  and  Thames  Valley  point  to  the  successful  implementation  of  Circles 
there, which required recruitment of scores of volunteers, as evidence of the public’s 





5.7  The  central  role  of  volunteers  in  COSA was  seen  by most  of  our  interview 
respondents as a strength of the model. Many respondents at the same time voiced 
concerns about  the volunteer aspect of  the programme, however, and even  those 
who were steadfastly in favour of the COSA model acknowledged that the inclusion 
of volunteers in delivering support and accountability services to sex offenders was 
an  issue  that  required  deep  consideration  and  sensitivity  to  a  participant’s  needs, 
capacities,  and  aspirations.  The  generally  favourable  stance  taken  towards 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 Volunteers are a  community  resource which  tend  to be  seen as  relatively 






 Volunteers  can  encourage  trust  and openness of  offenders.  The  voluntary 
aspect to participation  in the programme is part of both the offender’s and 
the  Circle’s  philosophy,  in  the  sense  that  all  parties  to  the  occasion  are 
present because  they  (say  they) want  to be. This  is  thought  to  support  the 
formation  of  relationships  of  trust  between  the  parties,  and  to make  open 
disclosure more likely between the offender and the Circle.  
 Offenders may be willing  to disclose  issues  to volunteers  that  they would 
hold  back  from  statutory  agencies.  Volunteers  are  not  officials,  and 
therefore  the  core member  should,  in  theory,  feel  less  reluctant  to  discuss 
risk behaviour, problematic thoughts and impulses, and other concerns about 
his  own  behaviour  which  might  otherwise  lead  to  official  measures  being 
taken against them.  
 ‘Volunteer’  does  not  necessarily  mean  ‘inexperienced’  or  ‘lay’.  Many 
volunteers may  in  fact  be  qualified  in  respect  of working with  offenders  in 




 Adaptability  to  an  offender’s  changing  circumstances.  COSA  can  adapt  to 
periods of particular need  in a core member’s  life  in a way that other more 
formal measures might not.  If a core member goes through a period where 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 Availability  of  volunteers  for  COSA  is  still  not  certain.  Will  enough 
volunteers be found to support the effective running of COSA in all locations 
in  Scotland  in which  they might  be  needed? While  there  is  an  established 
tradition of volunteering  in Scotland, doing so to assist sex offenders would 
be a relatively new direction. 
 Recruitment  and  motivation  of  volunteers.  This  relates  to  the  previous 
concern  but  also  raises  separate  issues  about  adequate  screening  of 
volunteers.  Careful  assessment  of  a  volunteer’s  motivation  would  be 
necessary  to  ensure  that  people  are  joining  up  for  the  right  reasons.  It  is 
conceivable  that  COSA  could  attract  those  with  an  unhealthy  interest  in 
sexual offending, those who are especially vulnerable (e.g. survivors of sexual 
abuse),  those who may  have  an  underlying  agenda  at  odds with  the  COSA 
aims  (e.g.  primary  interest  in  pursuing  a  faith  mission  with  an  offender), 
among  other  issues.  A  second  and  equally  important  concern  about 
recruitment would be the risk that a general call for volunteers would trigger 
public outcry or even vigilante action. This suggests there should be careful, 






for  all  volunteers,  along  with  ongoing  monitoring  and  support.  For  some 
respondents,  the  specific  demands  of working with  sex  offenders, who  can 
often  be  highly manipulative, would  involve  such  high  levels  of  training  for 
volunteers that they would in a sense be professionalised. Despite the ethos 
of  COSA  as  a  community  support  and  accountability  network,  it  was 
recognised that the dangers presented to the Circle members, and their need 
to be able to pick up risk signs for their own protection and the protection of 
the  community  demands  high  levels  of  training  and  support.  This  leads  to 
questions how such highly  trained volunteers might  represent  the  ‘general’ 
community, or bridge the gap between offender and community.  
 Volunteer  Collusion  and  Oversight.  Volunteers  are  at  risk  of  becoming 
vested  in the outcome of a Circle and personally  in the  lives of offenders.  If 
the Circle  is not working or the offender  is manifesting risk behaviour,  they 
may be  less  likely than a professional  to seek  intervention, as the failure of 
the Circle might be perceived as a personal failure on their part. Respondents 
in  Scotland  wanted  reassurance  that  Circles  would  be  overseen  by 
professionals,  either  as  part  of  an  independently  run  organisation  or  as  a 
project managed by statutory agencies. 
 Effects on and Support of Volunteers.  The  research  focus  so  far  for Circles 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volunteers working with  sex offenders.  It  is plausible  that  some volunteers, 
particularly  those  who  drop  out  and  therefore  are  least  likely  to  be 
interviewed  in  ongoing  research  about  COSA,  will  have  had  negative  or 
painful experiences. This is an issue for future evaluation work, which needs 





involve  a  team  of  volunteers,  typically  between  three  and  five,  is 
advantageous, losing or needing to replace even one or two could still have 
impacts. A second dimension of the ‘exit’ issue is the lack of clarity about the 
end  of  a  Circle  and  developing  a  ‘withdrawal’  plan:  When  does/should  a 
Circle end? What time span is appropriate and feasible? What happens after 
a  Circle  ends  –  do  volunteers  remain  in  contact  with  the  former  core 
member,  and  what  degree  of  liability  might  the  Circles  organisation  have 
over this relationship? 
 Implications  of  faith  group  involvement  in  Circles.  There  is  strong  interest 
from  faith  groups  in  Scotland  in  being  involved  in  providing  COSA  in  their 
communities.  This  may  be  quite  appropriate  where  the  core  member  is  a 
member  of  the  particular  faith  community,  but  where  the  local  Circle  is 
staffed entirely or mostly by volunteers from a particular church and the core 
member  is either  not  religious or  belongs  to a different denomination,  this 
structure of volunteers might not be suitable.  
 Maintaining  the  balance  between  support  and  accountability.  There 




the  state  in  ensuring  accountability  for  the  behaviour.  This  is  a  difficult 
balance  to  strike.  When  a  Circle  becomes  aware  of  information  that  is 





issue  here  in  that  encouraging  volunteers  to  provide  a  kind  of  non‐
judgemental support and at the same time probe for and receive evidence of 
thoughts and behaviours  from the core member which might be worrisome 


























not qualified. One of  our voluntary  sector  respondents  in particular expressed  this 








needs  for  increased  public  protection,  and  had  no  real  ambition  to  rehabilitate 
offenders  through  therapeutic means.  Several  respondents echoed  this  concern  to 
clarify  the  limited  role  of  COSA  in  the  overall  offender  change  process:  the 
implication  in  some  of  the  more  enthusiastic  output  supporting  Circles  that  the 
process  is  an  effective  way  to  change  offenders  should  be  tempered  with  much 
caution. There does seem, however, to be an implication in the COSA model that the 
Circle  can  provide  exposure  for  the  offender  to  conventional  norms,  and  can  help 
them  to  become  reflexive  through  discussions  of  their  personal  problems  and 
concerns that would not be available to them elsewhere, at least not confidentially. 
COSA  also  aspires  to  give  offenders  alternative  socialisation  groups  besides  other 
offenders, which can be the result of social isolation or exclusion, and is problematic 
for obvious reasons. These are admirable aims, and quite possibly realistic ones for 
community  groups  such  as  those  in  question,  especially  when we  remember  that 





5.12  In  practice,  Circles  projects  have  sought  to  realise  the  advantages  of  and 
address these concerns about volunteers.  In this section we primarily  focus on the 
case  of  HTVC,  but  also  incorporate  information  from  the  research  covering  the 
Canadian experience. In the case especially of HTVC, where project organisers have 
faced many of  the  issues  identified by our Scottish  respondents around  the use of 





















5.13  It  should  be  noted  that  the  published  research  base  on  COSA  is  small;  and 




engage offenders. Research  into volunteers’ experience of COSA  in  their own  right 
has  not  yet  been a main  line  of  inquiry  and  so we have  only  indirect  evidence  on 
important  questions  of  their  safety,  vulnerability  to  trauma,  sustainability  as  the 




5.14  The  existing  evidence  base  does  show  a  high  level  of  commitment  by 
volunteers to the principle of COSA, and satisfaction with their experiences of taking 
part  in  a  circle.  Volunteers  studied  in  Canada  and  those  interviewed by  the  SCCJR 
team highlighted potential links between volunteer participation in the management 
of  sex  offenders  in  the  community,  and  more  informed  community  views  –  and 
consequently reduced fear – of this form of offending. Hence, there is the possibility 
that COSA’s use of  community members provides an opportunity of educating  the 





to  contribute  to  research.  In  other words,  such  research  has  not  included  people 
who did not make it through the vetting process, who began to volunteer but then 
decided  not  to  continue,  or,  given  the  relatively  recent  emergence  of  COSA  as  an 




5.15  The Canadian volunteer experience  is  captured  in an evaluation of COSA  in 
one  area  (South‐Central  Ontario)  by  a  study  team  including  researchers  from  the 
Canadian  Correctional  Service  and  led  by  Robin  Wilson,  a  psychologist  and 
researcher from the Humber College Institute of Technology and Advanced Learning 




















       REPORT 01/08                    Circles of Support & Accountability 
 
  www.sccjr.ac.uk       55 
issues  of  recruitment/awareness  of  Circles,  motivations  for  volunteering, 
demographics  and  personal  background,  views  about  and  relations  with  core 
members,  logistical  and  technical  matters  (training  received,  relationships  with 
professionals),  and  perceived  impacts  of  Circles  on  offenders  and  communities. 
Findings  are  based  on  57  completed  surveys  (out  of  84  distributed  to  past  and 
current Circles volunteers, a 68% response rate).  
 
5.16  HTVC  has  produced  two  reports/self‐evaluations  with  some  information 
about  volunteers  (QPSW,  2003,  2005).  The  Interim  Report  (QPSW,  2003)  contains 
some  information about all  the pilots  funded by the Home Office (now Ministry of 




5.17  The  SCCJR  research  team’s  review  of  HTVC  comprised  distribution  of  35 
requests  for  interview  from  Circle  Members  (including  both  volunteers  and  core 
members)  at  Circles meeting  places,  to which  there were  19  replies  expressing  an 
interest  in  participating,  and  twelve  completed  interviews  or  emailed  replies  from 
Circle Members,  two of whom were core members and  ten who were volunteers. 





5.18  The  Canadian  volunteer  group  included  a  balanced  mix  of  genders  (two‐
thirds men, one‐third women), but tended to be dominated by the middle‐aged, and 
had  a  slightly  higher  average  age  than  the  offenders  who  were  in  their  Circles 
(volunteer  average:  55;  core  member  average  age:  48).  This  may  reflect 
demographic patterns among volunteers generally, where there is disproportionate 
representation  by  retired  people  (although  only  25%  of  the  Canadian  volunteers 
reported  being  retired).  Volunteers  participating  in  the  Canadian  research  also 
tended  to  be  highly  educated,  with  more  than  80%  having  attended  university 
and/or graduate school. Less than half the group were parents (40%).  
 
5.19  One  of  the  concerns  we  raised  about  community  volunteers  working  in 
sensitive areas such as criminal justice is that an entirely inexperienced lay public will 
be the source of volunteers. However, consistent with the experience in Hampshire 























retired worked  in  the  ‘helping’  professions  (e.g.  counselling).  If  the  experiences  of 
this  group  are  not  atypical  among  other  areas  of  Canada,  this would  suggest  that 
volunteers are not entirely new to work or contact with offenders. Given the origins 
of  COSA  out  of  a Mennonite  congregation,  it  is  not  surprising  that  28%  reported 
learning about COSA through church groups.  
   
5.20  In  the  Thames  Valley  self‐evaluation  (QPSW,  2005)  there  is  graphical 
depiction  of  data  about  volunteer  backgrounds.11  About  92  volunteers  came  from 
professional  backgrounds  (including  those  who  are  retired),  with  10  of  the 
volunteers having a background  in  criminal  justice. Even more volunteers  reported 
they  were  survivors  of  sexual  abuse  (around  22).  Around  48  of  the  volunteers 
reported coming from a faith background.  
 
5.21  Among  HTVC  volunteers  interviewed  for  this  report,  four  of  the  ten  were 
retired. There were also slightly more women (six out of the ten) than men providing 
information. Many  of  the  people we  spoke with  had  some  experience working  in 
criminal  justice,  from  volunteering  in  related  areas  (e.g.  drug  abuse  charities, 
Samaritans,  prison,  probation  service)  or  due  to  professional  experience  in  public 





areas  have  mainly  women  volunteers.  A  core  member  commented  to  us  that  his 
Circle volunteers were all women of different age groups. He felt this may have been 




Three  respondents who worked  in  Circles where  all  the  volunteers were women12 






























5.23  Interviews  of  current HTVC  volunteers  revealed  a  variety  of motivations  to 
sign up to Circles, and in fact no volunteer we contacted identified any single factor 
as dominant but named at least two or three. One volunteer stated: ‘It seemed such 
















5.24  Volunteers  reported  that  they did  not  feel  they or any of  the volunteers  in 
their  Circles  had  inappropriate  motivations  for  participating.  There  was  a  lot  of 
feedback  about  group  dynamics,  and  the  occasional  situation  of  some  volunteers 
wanting the support or accountability focus to become dominant. But despite some 






their work  in Circles are a predictable blend of  fear  (51%) and anxiety  (32%) about 
coping with  difficult  situations  but  also  of  hopefulness  (91%)  about  their  ability  to 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organisation  (23%). Nearly  all  the  volunteers,  however,  reported  feeling  that  their 
work was well‐received by the core member (92%), and the majority (specific figure 




about  the magnitude  of  the  impact  they might  have, Wilson et al  (Id.)  report  that 
most of the volunteers  (61%) felt  that  in the absence of a Circle,  the core member 
would  have  reoffended.  Moreover,  nearly  all  felt  that  without  a  Circle  the  core 
member would have difficulty adjusting to life in the community (93%) and leading a 
stable life (82%); nearly all felt that the community experienced an increase in safety 
(89%)  and was  at  least moderately  helpful  to  the  offender  (93%)  (Id.).  Volunteers 
were also by large margins very positive about the impact of the supportive aspects 
of  their  work,  believing  the  core  member  felt  supported  (96%),  able  to  develop 
positive friendships (82%), and experienced an enhanced sense of self‐worth (84%).  
 
5.27  Interviews  with  HTVC  volunteers  offers  a  qualitative  expansion  on  the 
statistical  picture  from  Canada.  The  volunteers  who  spoke  with  us,  with  the 
exception of one person, all had at least a year’s experience of being in a Circle, and 
several had been involved  in Circles since the beginning of the Thames Valley pilot. 




ensure  that  as  a  result  of  the  support  of  a  Circle  no  further  victims  are 
created by the core member. Secondly to help the core member to integrate 
back  into  society.  I  believe  that  both  aims  are mutually  inclusive.  To  these 
ends  I  have  supported  core  members  by  providing  them  with  safe, 
confidential  and  non‐judgmental  listening  so  that  they  are  able  to  express 
their concerns,  fears and hopes. This also means that at times I have had to 
question  quite  rigidly  some  of  a  core  member’s  statements  and  beliefs.’ 
(Interview 33) 
 
5.28  Some  volunteers  seemed  to  suggest  that  ultimately,  the  accountability 
function is paramount: 
 
‘Support means  sharing  knowledge,  giving  non‐judgemental  understanding, 
being helpful. Accountability means keeping children safe. I would have no 
problem  whatsoever  with  acting  on  perceived  risk.  That  is  the  priority.’ 
(Interview 37)  
 
5.29  It would  be  accurate  to  say  though  that  the volunteers we  heard  from  felt 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supported  was  the  way  in  to  effecting  change  and  creating  accountability.  One 
volunteer put it that, ‘[t]he main thing is giving a person hope about their future and 
their  ability  to  make  it’  (Interview  38).  In  response  to  a  challenge  about  the 





5.30  The  pragmatic  and  informed  perspectives  of  volunteers  in  HTVC  was 
consistent  and  impressive  and  provides  powerful  counterevidence  of  the  general 
perception  that  the  public  are  not  able  to  transcend  the  outrage  of  this  form  of 
offending and the influence exerted by the tabloid media. Awareness of the nuances 
of having both to encourage openness and yet to be wary is captured in the view of 
one  volunteer  that  Circles  is  a  ‘paradox  of  trusting  a  core member  absolutely  and 
absolutely not trusting him….It’s friendship with a distance’ (Interview 34). There is a 
sense  that  you  have  to  believe  absolutely  in  the  possibility  that  someone  can 
become  a  contributing  member  of  society  while  remaining  at  the  same  time 
constantly aware of the risk that they might do something terrible.  
 
5.31  This  pragmatism  is  born  of  volunteers’  hard  won  and  long‐term  efforts  to 
work with a  core member.  Sometimes  these efforts did  not bear  fruit  in  quite  the 
way a volunteer would have hoped but may have fulfilled a more limited purpose. As 
one  respondent noted:  ‘With my  first  core member,  given  the benefit of hindsight 
I’m not sure that a Circle was ever going to be the best solution for him. I think we 
worked well  at  the  level of monitoring him and  giving him a  safe place  to vent his 
feelings  but  as  far  as  helping  him  fit  back  into  society  I’d  have  to  say  we  didn't 
achieve that’ (Interview 33). 
 
5.32  Some  who  had  worked  for  long  periods  to  break  down  walls  of 
communication with a core member experienced a kind of success more in line with 
their expectations. One volunteer spoke of achieving goals on the social support side 




paranoid,  and  depressed  after  a  seven  year  prison  sentence  but  gradually  came 
around.  Circles  helped  him with  [getting]  a  job.  He  found  safe  social  relationships 

























felt  the  impact of Circles was  to be measured  thus:  ‘our  core member has had his 
MAPPA risk assessment down‐graded’ (Interview 41). This simple statement contains 
some  important  revelations.  First,  where  some  stakeholders  in  our  research  had 
expressed concern about collusion and too much emphasis on the ‘support’ role of 
COSA,  volunteers  we  interviewed  were  very  much  attentive  to  public  protection 
issues  and  the  official  infrastructure  for  pursuing  this  goal.  And  in  this  volunteer’s 
case there  is evidence of knowledge specifically of the MAPPA process, which may 
reassure  Scottish  stakeholders  about  the  ability  of  volunteers  to  work  within  the 
joint arrangements framework.  
 




for our community,  instead of  just  leaving  it  to “them”’  (Interview 39). This echoes 
the thoughts of a local agency stakeholder of HTVC, who had admitted being initially 





5.35  As  noted  in  the  list  of  concerns  about  use  of  volunteers  are  several  issues 




probation),  university  students  in  particular  disciplines  (psychology,  criminology, 
sociology, social work), and more recently volunteer fairs have been the main targets 
for recruitment and supplied the most participants. Efforts have broadened out now 
that  the  project  has  a  well‐established  presence  in  the  community.  Recruitment 
leaflets have been  left at  local  libraries and the project’s  incipient website will also 
be a means of recruiting new volunteers. (The Lucy Faithfull Foundation website has 




to  be  a  constant  task  but  claim  to  have  adequate  numbers  to  support  its  work. 
Universities have been a particularly productive ground for recruitment, and  it was 
noted  that  students  tended  to  be women.  It  would  not  be  inaccurate  to  say  that 




















across  students who  had  had  professional  or  volunteer  experience  of  prisons  and 
probation.  
 













an  application,  provide  a  CV  and  two  references.  They  also  have  to  undergo  a 
criminal  records  check  before  being  accepted  into  a  Circle.  HTVC  personnel  state 
that there  is  little attrition through the vetting process, either because applications 





5.39  One  volunteer  who  is  a  survivor  of  sexual  abuse  claimed  that  a  fellow 
volunteer with a similar, though more serious, experience eventually dropped out of 
her  Circle  because  the  issues  it  was  raising  for  him  personally  became  over‐
burdensome. We were  not  able  to  verify  this  formally,  but  HTVC  staff  agree  that 
there have been a handful of cases where survivors have not been able to carry on 




5.40  Training  of  volunteers  is  seen  as  the most  important way  of managing  the 



























For  example,  only  slightly more  than  half  (55%)  the  volunteers  reported  receiving 
any  training prior  to  starting  their Circle.  It  is not  surprising  then  that when asked 
about how training could be improved, many desired more training to help prepare 
them  for  their  work  (40%),  more  training  sessions  available  prior  to  beginning  a 
Circle  (42%), and more ongoing training sessions (44%).  In terms of topics covered, 
most  received  training  about  restorative  justice  (62%),  but  in  terms  of  training 
opportunities  that  could  be  developed,  the  areas  that  received  the  most  interest 
were  in the nuts and bolt matters of dealing with offenders, such as  listening skills 
and responding to resistance (38%). Since the emergence of the first Canadian pilots, 





5.42  Because  England  has  had  the  benefit  of  the  Canadian  Circles  experience, 
there are marked differences in the approach to training even from the start of the 




mandatory  annual  booster  training,  and  a  number  of  special  events  and  ad  hoc 
coverage  of  particular  topics.  All  volunteers  participating  in  the  SCCJR  research 
reported having gone through the two‐day training and annual one‐day trainings, as 
well  as mostly  participating  in  the  various  events  scheduled  throughout  the  year. 
Volunteers we heard from reported strong satisfaction with their training in terms of 
the  topics  it  covered and emphasised  its additional  value  for providing a  forum to 
meet with  other  volunteers  in  order  to  gain  confidence  (where  they were  new  to 
Circles)  and  to  share  strategies  or  meet  friends.  One  respondent  said,  ‘I  will  still 
continue to go to trainings, even if it means repeating some, as I find that one of the 
most useful aspects is the insight it gives to offender behaviour and thinking. This is 
something  it  is  easy  to  forget  when  you  are  simply  faced  with  a  charming  and 
plausible person in the fairly social environment of a Circle’ (Interview 35). 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 Sex  offender  treatment  (SOTP  trainers  talk  about  purpose  of  courses, 
theories behind offending and course delivery);  












 Practical  and  legal  issues:  how  licence  (and  probation)  works,  hostels, 
resources for housing, finance and employment support; 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inactive  Circles  can  be  fluid,  and  Circles  can  be  reactivated where,  for  example,  a 
volunteer’s informal social contacts with a core member raise issues or concerns that 
are  considered  of  a  nature  that  more  regular  and  formal  contact  with  the  entire 
Circle of volunteers would be appropriate (or where a core member has returned to 
prison,  the  Circle may  become  inactive  until  his  release).  An  increase  in meetings 
may  occur  for  public  protection  and  accountability  reasons  (e.g.  where  a  core 
member is displaying reversion to risky behaviours and require more frequent check‐
ins)  or  for  support  reasons. One  volunteer  interviewed during  this  research  noted 
that  a  Circle  that  was  about  to  go  to  monthly  meetings  reverted  to  fortnightly 
meetings when  the  building  in which  the  core  member  had  a  flat  was  covered  in 




5.48  HTVC  groups  active  Circles  into  two  phases:  Phase  I  Circles  are  the  most 
formal  and  feature weekly meetings with  the  core member  in  traditional meeting 
places (e.g. church halls). This phase generally lasts for a period of six months, after 
which Phase II moves towards less frequent formal Circles meetings (e.g. fortnightly 
or  monthly)  and  adds  in  social  meetings  with  the  core  member  in  public  places. 
Phase II is earmarked to last for six months, but this may be extended based on the 
conclusions  of  the  Circle  members  –  volunteers  and  core  member,  Circles 






core  members,  Canadian  volunteers  reported  positive  impacts  on  themselves  as 
well.  Three‐quarters  said  it  gave  them  a  sense  of  community,  66%  reported  it 
provided them with friendship and over half  felt  they had an emotional bond with 
others (Wilson et al, 2007b: 298). There was no data about levels of stress or trauma 
experienced  by  volunteers,  although  this  was  indirectly  explored  in  the  questions 





5.50  The  information  from  Hampshire  and  Thames  Valley  provides  examples  of 
specific  actions  undertaken  to  ensure  the  safety  of  and  provide  support  to 
volunteers. These include:  





















 Social  gatherings with  the core member are notified  to all  other volunteers 
and the Circle Coordinator in advance;  
 Protocols  against  bringing  core member  to  one’s  own  home  or meeting  in 
secluded or isolated places;  
 Always  having  a mobile  phone  on  one’s  person when meeting with  a  core 
member;  
 Vetting  process  includes  screening  for  the  vulnerable  (e.g.  abuse  survivors 
not ready to deal face to face with offenders of this type);  
 Circle  Coordinator  provides  oversight  through  regular  reviews  of  the  Circle 
(assessing  how  volunteers  are  getting  along  and  communicating with  each 
other, ensuring core member is not attempting to control agenda and move 
away  from  discussion  of  key  issues,  e.g.,  identified  in  relapse  prevention 
plans);  




5.51  Interestingly,  no  volunteer  interviewed  for  this  report  identified  their  own 
safety  as  a  major  concern.  This  may  be  partly  a  result  of  having  a  robust  set  of 
protocols  in  place,  which  provides  reassurance  to  volunteers.  In  addition,  as  was 





one’s  home,  and  at  least  one  volunteer  interviewed  for  this  report,  who  had 
participated  in  one  of  the  first  Circles,  noted  his  family  had  always  had  the  core 








attitude  towards  working  with  high  risk  individuals.  One  respondent  noted  that 
volunteers have ‘to accept a level of personal responsibility’ for their own safety ‘by 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5.53  Volunteer  respondents  to  this  research  also  reported  feeling  that  they  had 
adequate  emotional  and  technical  support  to  carry  out  their work. One  volunteer 
said  he  ‘thought  hearing  about  deviant  sexual  experiences  might  be  difficult,  not 
traumatic but [difficult] because I wouldn’t know how to relate, support or guide an 






5.54  The  Circle  Coordinators  play  a  major  role  in  the  generally  high  level  of 
satisfaction  among  volunteers  about  support  and  supervision.  The  Coordinators 
were  reported  to  be  the  first  port  of  call  for  any  concerns  with  either  the  core 
member or other volunteers, and concerns were reported to be handled quickly and 
effectively. These covered a range of issues from those related to the core member’s 




remit.  In  the words  of  one  volunteer:  ‘A  general  issue  is  that  we mostly  have  an 
amateur knowledge of counselling and therapy, but are not qualified to practise it – 




5.55  And  finally,  Circles  has  had  effects  on  volunteers  beyond  their  immediate 
concern with sexual offenders. One respondent said ‘I wasn’t very aware of victims 
of  crime  [before  starting  in Circles] but have begun  to be after working  in Circle.  I 
think Circles could work for victims too in helping them get their lives back together. 




5.56  As  noted  in  Chapter  4,  information  sharing  and  confidentiality  issues were 
raised by many of our Scottish interviewees as a concern about the use of volunteers 
in  COSA.  The  Canadian  research  does  not  address  this  issue  empirically,  although 
guidelines are provided in the CSC’s Guide to Project Development (2003).  
 
5.57  In  Hampshire  and  Thames  Valley,  information  sharing  and  disclosure  are 
covered by protocols and procedures. To begin with, the first Circle meeting with the 
core member is a ‘Disclosure Meeting’, and it is during this that the offender outlines 



















will  have met  as  a  group  once  or  several  times.  Partly  this  is  a  social  initiative,  to 
introduce  volunteers  to  each  other  and  to  establish  working  relationships.  It  also 
serves the interest of reaffirming awareness of confidentiality. It is in these pre‐Circle 






that  they  tend  to  turn  to  other  Circle  volunteers  for  support  more  than  to  their 
family or  friends due  to  the confidentiality  issues preventing  them discussing  their 




5.59  Knowing  when  to  provide  information  to  authorities  is  a  key  challenge  of 
information  sharing.  As  noted,  in  HTVC Circles  Coordinators  are  generally  the  first 
place a volunteer would turn either to report information or to consult about how to 
manage  something  that  has  arisen  in  a  Circle.  Bates  et  al  (2007)  reported  in  their 
case  studies  of  several  core  members  that  there  was  an  example  of  relevant 
information about a core member who was eventually recalled to prison not being 
passed up to Circles staff or authorities. Once this was discovered, HTVC personnel 
followed up with  volunteers  and  reviewed  information  sharing  procedures.  Circles 
Coordinators sit in on at least the first few meetings of the Circle, and then again on 
a monthly basis to monitor  issues that arise. Circles also produce minutes of every 
meeting which  are  supplied  to  the  Circle  Coordinator, who may  then  also  provide 
them  to  the  Offender Manager  and MAPPA.  The  Coordinators  may  sit  in  on  any 
meeting when  they  feel  they need  to  provide closer monitoring or  to work with a 
Circle in deciding whether to contain an issue within it or pass it up to the authorities 







volunteer  dimension  concludes  with  several  important  points  to  consider  in 
assessing  feasibility  of  Scottish  pilots.  First,  the  key  issues  around  volunteering  in 
Circles  are  now  well  known,  and  in  Hampshire  and  Thames  Valley  have  been 





















place  for  dealing  with  known  issues,  and  clarity  about  whom  to  contact  if  new 
questions arise. This satisfaction among volunteers, core members, project staff, and 




5.61  Second,  the  trend  of  responses  from  Canadian  volunteers  reflects  a  very 
positive  perception  of  the  project  and  their  impact  and  at  remarkably  almost 
universal  rates.  Volunteers  feel  strongly  that  they  are  having  a  positive  impact  on 
precisely  those  issues  identified  in  the  general  literature  on  sex  offenders  such  as 
social isolation and low self‐esteem that are triggers for reoffending, and moreover, 
believe that they have reduced the likelihood of reoffending. The positive feelings of 
Canadian  volunteers  about  COSA  are  mirrored  in  the  perspectives  of  the  HTVC 
volunteers we interviewed. However, one important and missing piece of the picture 
is the long‐term impact on volunteers of this kind of work. It may be that volunteers 
are  provided  adequate  support  and  that  negative  impacts  are  minimal,  but  we 
cannot  say  this  with  confidence  despite  the  high  levels  of  satisfaction  reported 




5.62  Third,  recruitment of adequate numbers of appropriate  individuals  is  a  real 
concern  for COSA. This was a  factor  in the  implementation failure of The Hampton 




groups  and  the  risk  of  COSA  aims  giving way  to  religious  ones,  there may  also  be 
unique  positive  benefits  of  involving  people  from  faith  communities.  For  example, 
we  could  conjecture  that  individuals  coming  from  such  communities  have  a  pre‐




5.63  Finally,  respondents  from  the HTVC project  confirm  the  sense  gained  from 
the Canadian research about Circles: this is a model that ignites people’s belief and 
enthusiasm  in  their  ability  to  support  positive  social  change.  Aside  from  COSA’s 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that  is what  I meant. But  it  is also true that being a volunteer  is sometimes 
tough.  I  didn’t  want  to  hear  a  lot  of  stuff  that  I  did  have  to  hear.  I  didn’t 
always  want  to  turn  out  on  a  winter  evening  for  a  challenging  meeting.  I 
























would  it  deliver? This  question  drives  this  report’s  definition  of  effectiveness  and 
provides the context for assessing Circles. In doing so we broaden quite significantly 
what it would mean for COSA to be ‘effective’. For Scottish stakeholders, in addition 








6.2  Ultimately  for  policymakers,  the  key  question  for  Circles  is:  Do  they work? 
Determining  the  answer  to  this  question will  require  gathering  extensive evidence 
from  pilots  and  projects  obtained  over  a  suitably  long  period.  Should  the  Scottish 
Government participate in piloting Circles, it will be in a position to contribute to the 




6.3  There  is also a  fundamentally  important  issue about what  it means for such 
an approach to ‘work’. Current research on COSA has focused on reconvictions as a 
test  of  effectiveness,  because  of  all  the ways  to  define  recidivism,  this measure  is 
reliably  indexed  in  criminal  justice  records.  It  is  the  kind  of  ‘hard’  evidence  that 
policymakers  prefer,  even  though  there  are  substantial  problems  relating  rates  of 
reconviction (incidents that have been caught and successfully prosecuted) to rates 
of  reoffending  (what  offenders  do  whether  or  not  they  are  caught  or  convicted). 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offenders,  but  offenders  provide  the  opportunity  for  communities  to  change 
themselves (by becoming involved  in efforts to reduce crime and the fear of crime, 
and  increasing  a  sense  of  community  involvement,  empowerment  and  hope). 
Evaluating the  impact of  initiatives  like COSA thus requires a holistic perspective. A 
‘what works’ orientation, with its emphasis on methods of evaluation imported from 















6.6  The  emphasis  on  measuring  effectiveness  by  evidence‐based  practice  and 
questions of ‘what works’ have led to attempts to demonstrate empirically the effect 
of  an  intervention  in  relation  to  desired  goals. Interventions  deemed  effective  are 
those which address offender risk, while targeting criminogenic needs, enabling the 
offender  to  make  necessary  changes  and  encouraging  motivation  to  do  so. While 
effectiveness is often gauged by rates of recidivism between offenders (in receipt of 
a  particular  intervention)  and  a matched  comparison  group  (not  in  receipt  of  the 
intervention)  it  is  difficult  to  identify  statistical  significance  in  relation  to  sex 
offenders.  These  kinds  of  comparisons,  aiming  for  experimental  or  quasi‐
experimental status, also carry with them internal and fundamental problems, as we 
noted  at  the  outset. And,  as  the  work  in  Canada  shows,  there  are  challenges  in 
identifying  a  comparison  group  as  it  would  be  expected  that  Circles  would  target 
high‐risk  offenders.  Given  that  the  number  of  individuals  who  come  into  this 
category is small, it would be expected that there would not be sufficient individuals 
remaining  to  constitute  a  comparison  group.    The  long‐term  follow‐up  period 
required  to  measure  recidivism  also  causes  difficulties  in  establishing  the 
effectiveness of a specific intervention. 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offences  (Loucks,  2002);  and discrepancies  in  official  sources  of  information  about 
criminal  convictions  (Friendship  and  Thornton,  2001).   Nevertheless,  the 
implementation  and  operation  of  Circles  has  been  followed  by  early  attempts  to 
evaluate this aspect of effectiveness.   
 
6.8  Studies  of  the  Canadian model  of  Circles  have  been  resourced  through  the 
Correctional  Services  of  Canada  and  carried  out  by  academic  researchers.  Wilson, 
Picheca and Prinzo (2005, 2007c) matched a group of 60 high‐risk sexual offenders 
involved in Circles following release from custody to a comparison group of 60 high‐
risk  sexual  offenders  who  did  not  participate  in  Circles.  The  two  groups  were 
matched on criminality and risk  levels  (using the General Statistical  Information on 
Recidivism  scale)  and  released  from  prison  on  or  close  to  the  same  date.   Both 
groups  were  also  matched  with  previous  sexual  offender  treatment. A  range  of 
measures  were  used  to  compare  the  groups  (STATIC‐99,  RRASOR,  Phallometric 
testing).  The  average  follow‐up  period was  4.5  years. Recidivism  in  this  study was 




a  slightly  higher‐risk  group  (the  higher‐risk  individuals  were  more  likely  to  be 
targeted  for  intervention  at  the  end  of  a  prison  sentence). While  this  may  have 
suggested that the Circles participants would be expected to have higher rates of re‐
offending,  the  researchers  found  the  opposite.  The  study  results  showed  that 
offenders  who  participated  in  Circles  had  significantly  lower  rates  of  general 









as  the maximum  length of  time  for a Circle  core member  to have  remained  in  the 
community – at that time – was 3.5 years (10 years is considered to be the generally 




 Re‐offending  (commission of a subsequent  illegal act –  including acts which 
are  not  detected  by  the  police). Loucks  (2002)  in  a  review  of  recidivism 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6.11  Bates  et  al  (2007)  argue  that  Circles  provide  an  opportunity  to  collate  a 
significant amount of  data on core members  through  the collation of  files and  the 
‘local  knowledge’  gained  through  the  formal  and  informal  group  and  individual 






 One  core member was  convicted  of  a  breach  of  a  Sex  Offence  Prevention 
Order. 
 Four  core  members  (25%)  were  recalled  for  breach  of  parole  licence 
conditions. 
 Five  core members  (31%) were  reported  to  exhibit  some  kind  of  recidivist 
behaviour. 
   
6.12  Keeping  in  mind  the  fact  that  this  work  is  not  presented  as  a  formal 
reconviction study, the absence of any sexual reconvictions among the sample group 






evidence  of  the  effectiveness  of  current  public  protection  procedures  of 
which COSA forms an active part. It is important to also recognise that three 
of  these  four  have  retained  contact  with  COSA  and  have  been  or  will  be 
accommodated in further Circles interventions.’ (Bates et al, 2007: 38) 
   
6.13  In  our  interviews,  Hampshire  and  Thames  Valley  project  staff  identified 
situations where problems were experienced with volunteers passing on appropriate 
information to Public Protection Officers – in one case this led to an internal review 


























6.14  The Good Life Model,  a  strengths based approach which  is used within  the 














as  not  only  the  reduction  of  recidivism,  but  also  improvements  in  the  lives  of  the 
core members  (which may  also  be  inter‐related).  Circles are  aimed  at  providing  a 
sense of community for individuals who,  it  is believed, would otherwise be isolated 





Circle  Coordinators  enable  the  collation  of  significant  information  about  sex 






6.17  The  Thames  Valley  self‐evaluation  used  psychometric  testing  (based  on 
Home Office  questionnaires)  to measure  and  assess  core members’  attitudes  and 
beliefs  (specifically  levels  of  self‐esteem,  emotional  isolation  and  locus  of  control). 
The evaluation indicates that improved attitudes were identified in ‘certain (but not 
all)  core  members’  (QPSW,  2005:20). This  evaluation  is  based  on  a  very  small 
number of core members and while it usefully illustrates the concepts underpinning 





















data,  with  the  aim  of  depicting  recidivist  behaviour  during  the  period  of  the 
Circle. The evaluation found that:  
 













seen  as  a  key  success  factor  in  risk management  in MAPPA processes  (Wood  and 
Kemshall,  2007;  Kemshall,  2002).  Pro‐social  modelling  has  been  applied  in  the 
English MAPPA  processes  and  has  been  seen  as  contributing  both  to  the  goal  of 
public protection and rehabilitation of offenders (Wood and Kemshall, 2007). While 




statutory agencies and post‐treatment  support  that Circles  can provide, with  post‐
treatment  support  working  to  reinforce  and  sustain  the  effects  of  the  treatment: 
‘Although  treatment  has  helped  the  offender  identify  pro‐offending  beliefs  and 
attitudes,  the  Circle will  help  him  apply  this  learning  into  every  day  living’  (QPSW, 
2003:6). Whether or not this  is what actually has  led to the reduction  in recidivism 
identified in the Canadian study of Circles (Wilson et al, 2007c) is an open question. 
However  it  is  clear  that  the  philosophy  of  pro‐social  change  (developing  victim 
empathy,  talking  openly  about  their  offending  behaviour  and  identifying  ways  to 
avoid  situations  triggering  such  behaviour)  and  the  philosophy  of  Circles  share 
common  assumptions  and  therefore  it  is  reasonable  to  see  Circles  as  one  of  the 
possible  post‐treatment  options  (for  those  willing  to  undertake  it)  ensuring 
consistency  and  continuity  in  the  process  of  offender  rehabilitation.  More 
importantly,  Circles  may  be  able  to  offer  something  statutory  agencies  cannot, 
namely  alternative  constructive  activities  and  social  bonds,  an  approach  that may 
























6.21  Development of pro‐social skills,  improved coping and reduction  in  isolation 
supports reintegration of offenders  into communities. But while attending to these 
general benefits, Circles also assist the goal of reintegration through the very specific 









has  recently  been  published  and may  provide  some  insight  into  this  issue.  It  was 
based  on  in‐depth  qualitative  interviews  and  focuses  specifically  on  the 







Circles,  the  study  highlighted  a  number  of  useful  findings  in  relation  to:  the  key 
features  and  dynamics  of  the  mentoring  relationship;  perceptions  of  the  risk 
management  role  of  Circles;  and  importance  of  the  self‐employment/employment 
focus of the Circles.  
   
6.24  The  IMPACT  study  indicated  that  Circles  were  an  additional  tool  in  the 
support  and  management  of  sex  offenders.  In  addition,  the  role  of  volunteers 
allowed  an  input  which  went  beyond  statutory  supervision.   This  was  viewed  as 
important in reducing social isolation and assisting with the process of reintegration.  
 
6.25  Sex  offenders  do  often  experience  stigma  and  marginalisation  within  local 
communities when  they  are  identified,  as  a  direct  result  of  their  perceived  risk  as 
                                                      
14  IMPACT  (Innovation Means  Prisons and Communities Together) Circles were set  up  in 2006.  IMPACT  is a  developmental 
project  in  the North West  of  England,  part‐funded  by  the  European  Social  Fund  and  led  by HM Prison  Service,  focusing  on 





















Harris,  2000)   suggested  that  sexual  offence  recidivists  (in  comparison  to  sexual 
offenders  not  considered  to  have  committed  a  further  offence)  had:  experienced 
poor  social  support;  attitudes  tolerant  of  sexual  assault;  antisocial  lifestyles;  poor 




to  assist  core  members  to  access  resources  in  the  community  such  as  housing, 
employment  and  leisure  facilities  and  to  feel  involved  in  local  communities. The 








6.27  While various studies have attempted to  identify  factors  linked to predicted 
recidivism (see Loucks, 2002), evidence from Scotland suggests that sex offenders do 
not  differ  significantly  from  the  general  population  in  terms  of  intelligence,  age, 
ethnicity,  education,  or  psychiatric  status.  They  are  mostly  male,  come  from  all 
socio‐economic  backgrounds  (although  are  more  likely  to  be  prosecuted  if  they 
come  from  lower  socio‐economic groups),  the majority are not mentally  ill  though 
some  have  learning  difficulties,  and  the  majority  can  be  classified  as  antisocial 
personalities or as paraphiliacs.  
   
6.28  Loucks  (2002)  concludes  that  sexual  deviancy  was  a  better  predictor  of 
further  sexual  offending  than  other  general  factors.   The  characteristics  of  serious 







members,  the  relationship of  reduced  isolation  and  recidivism  is not  clear.   Loucks 
(2002)  suggests  that  the  complexity  of  this  issue  (prediction  of  recidivism)  is  so 
complex that some authors have argued that  it may be more effective to focus on 
























also  been  viewed  as  beneficial  to  the  wider  community. Wilson  et  al  (2007b), 
through the use of surveys,  identified a perceived  increase  in community safety by 
volunteers  involved  in Canadian Circles. They also  collected  survey  responses  from 
176 community members (based on surveys left in large quantities in public places), 
which were  screened down  to  77  (34 men,  41 women).  Those who  indicated  that 






community  respondents  would  feel  fearful  and  angry  if  a  high  risk  sex  offender 
moved  into  their  neighbourhood,  however,  68% of  the  respondents  reported  that 
these feelings would change in a positive direction if they knew that the offender in 
question  belonged  to  a  Circle.  This  appears  to  suggest  an  overall  impact  on 
perceptions of increased community safety generally (Id.).  
 
6.31  Criminal  justice  professionals,  who  responded  to  the  Wilson  et  al  survey 
(2007b)  (n=16,  out  of  20  surveys  circulated),  also  appeared  to  believe  that 
community safety was enhanced by the operation of Circles: 
 




would  also  get  a  contributing  member  of  society  as  the  core  member 
became more functional’ (Id.: 299). 
 
6.32  Our  interviews  of  the  HTVC  volunteers,  described  in  Chapter  5,  provide 
support  for Wilson  et  al’s  (2007b)  findings  and  also  suggest  additional  ways  that 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6.33  The  fact  that  criminal  justice  professionals  in  Wilson  et  al’s  (2007b)  small 
survey  sample  saw community benefits  to COSA also  shows  that COSA could  have 
benefits  for  the  professionals  themselves.  There  are  many  ways  in  which  Circles 
might perform such an ‘effectiveness’ function. The model found favour among the 
majority of  the  statutory actors we  interviewed, as  filling a gap  in  supervision and 
support. Whether  or  not  a  reduction  in  recidivism  is  achieved,  the  introduction  of 
COSA  would  seem  to  achieve  greater  satisfaction  among  criminal  justice 
professionals  as  regards  the  reach  and  defensibility  of  the  overall  system  of  sex 
offender management. For those criminal justice professionals with responsibility for 
working  towards  community  safety,  the  presence  of  a  project  that  supports  and 
enhances  this  goal  could  therefore  have  positive  impacts  for  their  morale  and 
contribute  to  a  renewed  sense  of  mission.  Research  is  required  to  evaluate  this 
dimension of Circles, as it is central to an understanding of the effect of COSA. 
   
6.34  The  broader  context  and  relationship  with  statutory  agencies  is  clearly  of 
significance. Wilson  et  al  (2000)  suggest  that  coordinated,  multi‐disciplinary 
approaches  to  community‐based  sexual  offender  management  can  reduce 
recidivism.   Evidence  from  England  also  suggests  that  the  accountability  aspect  of 
Circles  may  be  more  feasible  where  it  is  supported  by:  a  legislative  framework; 
robust  notification  procedures  and  agencies  working  together  with  appropriate 
capacity  and  expertise  in  order  to  support  initiatives  aimed  at  high  risk  offenders. 
Circles appear  to work better where  there  is a  formal  partnership with  the police, 
probation  and  prison  services,  and  so  the  ability  to  assess  the  effectiveness  and 
value  of  Circles  for  these  stakeholders  is  important.  Certainly  the  agency 
stakeholders in England with whom we spoke were convinced of the ability of Circles 
to have an  impact. While they articulated this  impact  in terms of public protection 
and reduced reoffending, we observed that an equally important element appeared 
to  be  the  confidence  and  satisfaction  it  gave  them  in  feeling  that  their  own work 
with  offenders  (whether  through  a  treatment  programme,  relapse  prevention, 
probation supervision or police monitoring) was being supported in the community. 
























different  to  its  endorsement  as  general  policy.  This  is  an  important  distinction  to 
keep  in  mind  when  assessing  feasibility  of  pilots  in  Scotland  and  considering  the 
implementation issues they would entail. Feasibility of adopting Circles on a national 
level,  as  has  happened  for  example  with  the  development  of  an  accredited  sex 
offenders  groupwork  programme,  would  require  a  substantial  evidence  base 
supporting its use. This does not yet exist, and one purpose of developing pilots is to 
develop such an evidence base, which was one of the reasons the Home Office (and 
now  Ministry  of  Justice)  funded  the  English  projects.  The  question  for  Scottish 
policymakers, therefore, is whether enough is known to instigate a pilot project. Our 







 Is  the existing evidence adequately promising to  show a pilot project would 
be worthwhile? 
 
7.2  Our  brief  was  to  provide  information  without  making  a  recommendation 





7.3  The  implementation  experience  in  England  and Wales  (Chapter  2)  provides 
useful  information  about  the  factors  that  affected  the  success  or  failure  of 
implementation.  Where  to  develop  pilots  is  a  first  concern  and  involves  several 
issues: 
 






























areas, although  it does  cover  some  rural  communities. While  some  respondents  in 
Scotland identified particular areas they felt would be appropriate to pilot Circles, it 
would  be  useful  to  select  a  range  of  places  so  that  the  value  of  this  approach  for 
different population densities and areas could be considered.  
 
7.6  Support  of  local  stakeholders.  This  again was  a  key  implementation  factor 
for the English pilots. Siting is not just a question of geography and offender profile; 
both  of  these  might  establish  demand  for  Circles,  but  implementation  would  be 
difficult  if  not  impossible  without  the  commitment  of  local  agencies  and  the 
voluntary  sector  and  openness  of  the  community.  Views  of  the  front  line workers 





7.7  The  varying  implementation  experiences  in  Canada  and  England  show  that 
there are many ways that Circles might be run. The  ‘go anywhere’ approach of the 










7.8  Every  Circles  project  has  produced  its  own  literature  on  its mission,  values 
and roles of participants. All share the common elements of relying on volunteers to 
engage with  offenders,  and  addressing  both  support  and  accountability,  but  there 
remains a great deal of scope for specifying the meaning and values of these issues. 
HTVC  has  emphasised  especially  the  public  protection  mission  of  COSA  working 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Circles  in  England  and  in  Canada  remain  firmly  committed  to  the  principle  of 
voluntary participation, seeing it as central to the aim of an offender’s engagement 
with the process. A minority of Scottish respondents felt that Circles could work as a 
condition  of  probation  or  a  licence,  and  this  would  be  a  major  alteration  of  its 
original premise, requiring consideration. 
 
7.9  There  also  remain  question  marks  over  the  precise  roles,  duties  and 
capacities  of  volunteers with  respect  to  techniques  aiming  to  reduce  reoffending, 
and  a  Scottish  COSA  model  would  be  well  advised  to  consider  these  questions 
carefully  as  these will  affect  establishing  training, monitoring  and  ongoing  support 
structures. Circles UK, an organisation that spun off  from the HTVC project aims to 
provide  consistent  criteria  for  minimum  elements  of  a  Circle  project  as  well  as 
offering a  set of aims and core values. This may turn  into an accreditation process 
should  Circles  investment  be  significantly  expanded  in  England. Whether  Scotland 







supervision  and  support.  The  HTVC  volunteers  felt  that  their  initial  training  had 
equipped  them  to  deal  with  the  difficult  issues  that  arose  in  Circles,  and  that 
mandatory annual training and availability of ad hoc sessions was just as important. 
The  level of  training offered  in HTVC represents substantial  investment and  is seen 
as  an  essential  element  of  the  success  of  their  project.  Training  also  provides  the 
most systematic way of managing issues of risk identified by Scottish stakeholders. A 
robust  training  package  thus  would  be  a  minimum  element  ensuring  successful 
implementation of  pilots. Attention  should  be given  to  the  length and coverage of 
initial training, amount and type of ongoing training and support, resources to allow 






and  project  sustainability  require  attention  to  developing  an  infrastructure  that 
allows  for  strong  oversight  of  Circles  themselves.  The  organisational  element 
provides  a  means  also  of  mediating  contact  between  volunteers  and  the  formal 



















function.  Stakeholders  in  Scotland  felt  such  an  organisation  could  be  run  by  the 
voluntary  sector,  though  some  also  saw  this  as  appropriately  located  within  a 








criminal  justice  status  in  order  for  the  Circle  to  be  able  to  monitor  an  offender’s 
progress and identify when patterns of conduct represent a change in risk. Balancing 
these two concerns requires careful attention to anticipating the kind and depth of 
information  necessary  for  volunteers  to  fulfil  their  task  and  developing  formal 





7.13  The  value  of  a  pilot  project  is  premised  on  its  ability  to  contribute  to  an 
evidence base on  the Circles approach. As we have noted elsewhere  in  this  report 
this requires that an evaluation strategy is in place at the start of pilot operations. In 
addition,  it  is  useful  for  pilot  projects  to  have  a  strategy  for  collection  of 
management  information  that  allows  for  ongoing  self‐review  and  improvement  of 
operations. For a broader evaluation strategy, data should be collected that would 
allow  for  independent  study  of  a  broad  definition  of  effectiveness,  assessed  in 
qualitative  as  well  as  quantitative  terms,  for  different  stakeholder  groups.  Basic 
issues to be evaluated include at a minimum: 



































7.14  There  are  significant  constituencies  in  Scotland,  as  elsewhere,  that  are 
fundamentally  opposed  to  doing  anything  other  than  punishing  sex  offenders.  If 
there  is money  available  for  support  or  other  programmes  for  sex  offenders,  they 
would rather it was spent on more or harsher punishments, or on victims. The media 
is predominantly heavily vested  in these viewpoints. Without suggesting that there 
are  not  valid  fears  and  concerns  at  the  root  of  these  popular  views,  they  are  not 
widespread among  the policy  community, who  recognise  they are unproductive.  If 
COSA reduces reoffending it is in the public interest to have it introduced, and some 
of  our  respondents  who  represent  victims  groups  have  said  that  they  would  be 
prepared  to  work  to  help  victims  understand  this  point:  that  unless  you  keep 
offenders in prison forever, you have to manage their release. 
  
7.15  Clearly, however,  the  introduction  of COSA, whether  it  reduces  reoffending 
or not, has the capacity to cause considerable public alarm, and a matching storm of 
adverse  media  coverage.  COSA  has  the  capacity  to  be  a  public  education  tool  as 




minimise  the  risk  of  the  effectiveness  of  the  programme being  put  in  jeopardy  by 
alarmist  or  misleading  press  reports.  Ways  of  encouraging  more  informed 
understanding  of  work  with  sex  offenders  may  be  achieved  partly  through  the 
involvement of volunteers themselves, who selectively share with members of their 
social networks the nature of their work. There may also need to be some specific 
strategies  in  place  to  pre‐empt  anger  and  concern  over  sex  offenders  receiving 
























quite  serious  forms  of  monitoring  such  as  ISPs  means  that  some  offenders  will 












7.18  Another  important  aspect  of  the  cost  issue  is  the  fact  that  introduction  of 










core  members)  make  COSA  an  expensive  service.  At  the  same  time,  police  and 
probation representatives argue that Circle volunteers are able to provide a level of 
supervision  and  contact  with  high  risk  individuals  that  would  be  impossible  to 
achieve  through  even  massive  expansion  of  current  statutory  services.  And,  as 





that  is made  available  for  Circles  be  invested  in  – more  training  for  practitioners, 
increased staff numbers in a given agency or locale, expanding the number of places 
in  sex  offender  treatment  or  relapse  prevention  programmes,  providing  more 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7.21  There  is  nothing  at  present  stopping  any  community,  church,  or  local  area 
from  implementing  Circles  pilots  right  now;  there  are  several  Circles  in  Scotland 
already,  informally  operating  out  of  churches.  Proposals  have  been  made  to  the 
Government  to  fund  a  Circles  pilot,  however,  raising  the  issue  about  the  relative 
feasibility  of  central  vs.  local  funding.  This  obviously  is  a matter  to  be  considered 
under the factor of cost, but it is not the only issue. Given the creation of the CJAs, 
which  are  attempting  to  make  reducing  reoffending  activities  and  spending  more 
locally  responsive,  there  is  an  argument  that  the  CJA would  be  the  relevant  focal 
point  through which pilots  could  be developed were  this  identified as a priority  in 
their  strategic  plan.  If  pilots  are  left  to  the  initiative  of  local  areas,  this  would 
encourage the  implementation of projects  in those areas where stakeholders were 











would  need  a  plan  for  seamless winding  down  of  the  project  should  renewal  not 
occur.  This  is  a  tricky  issue  for approaches  like  Circles which work with a high  risk 
offender  population  and  also  use  volunteers  in  whom  it  would  be  expected  a 
significant  investment  in  training  has  been  made.  It  is  not  necessarily  an 
insurmountable  issue as it could be conceivable that a pilot would have a quota on 
the numbers of Circles, or designate a period within which all Circles must begin so 
that  funding would  not  be  discontinued  at  an  inconvenient  time  (in  the middle  of 
volunteer  training  or  after  a  handful  of meetings  have  already  been  held with  an 
offender). There might also be a plan for transition of services from national to local 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Interviews and Analysis 
31 interviews were conducted with key respondents in Scotland, primarily by 
telephone, with access negotiated through the Scottish Government.  They included: 
 
4 interviews with Scottish Government representatives 
2 CJA Chief Officers 
3 local authority Social Work Managers 
3 Senior Police representatives 
1 MAPPA representative 
2 SPS representatives 
1 ADSW representative 
7 social workers 
8 representatives of independent sector organisations 
 
Interviews were semi‐structured and collected perspectives on: 
 
 Awareness of and potential involvement of agencies and organisations, and 
their commitment to the concept of Circles; 
 Issues affecting transferability and implementation of Circles within Scotland; 
 General views and comments; 
 Perceptions of resource implications. 
 
Ethical approval for the study was given by the University of Glasgow Ethics 
Committee. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
